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live ones are worth more than the dead ones. 

That was the ^neral rule of digital appendage ibr bounty 
hunters. Den^ hardly had to remind himself of it as he 
scanned the bleak and eye-stinging bright wastes of the 
Dune Sea. Right now he'd spotted a lot more dead thin^ 
than living, which all added up to a big zero for his own 
credit accounts. I'd have done better, he told himseU^ 
getting off this miserable planet. Tatooine had never been 



any njCKier lor mm man l a oeen lor any omer sement 
creature. Some worlds were like that His luck wasn't as 
bad as some others' had 

been-Den^ had to admit that Especial^ when, as his 
plastoid-sheathed boots had trudged up another sloping 
flank of sand, a gloved fist had seized on his ankle, 
toppling him heavily onto his shoulder. 

"What the-" His surprised outcry vanished echoless 
across the dunes as he rolled onto his back, scrabbling 
his blaster Irom its holster. He held his fire, seeing now 
just what it was that had grabbed on to him His M had 
pulled a hand and arm tree Ifom the drifiing sands that 
formed the shallow grave for one of Jabba the Hurt's 
personal corps of bodyguards. Some reflex wired into 
the dead warrior's battle-glove had snapped the dead 
hand ti^ as a womp-rat trap. 

Den^ reholstered his blaster, then sat up and be^ 
peeling the liners away Ifom his boot. 'You should've 
stayed out of it," he said aloud. The Dune Sea's scouring 
wind revealed the corpse's empty eye sockets. "Like I 
did." Getting into other creatures' fi^ts was always a bad 



idea. A whole batch of the galaxy's tou^est mercenaries, 
bounty hunters included, had gone down with the 
wreckage of Jabba the Hurt's sail barge. If they'd been as 
smart as they'd been tou^ Dengrtr himself wouldn't have 
been out here ri^ now, searching for their weapons and 
military gear and any other salvageable debris. 

He got his boot free and stood up. "Better kick next 
time," he told the dead maa 

His advice was too late to do that one any good. In his 
own memory bank, Den^ liled away the ima^ of the 
corpse, with its clawing filers and mouth kill of sand, as 
further proof of what he'd already known The gry who 
comes abng after the battle's over is the one who cleans 

ip. 

In more ways than one. He stood at the top of the dune, 
shielding his eyes from the glare of Tatooine's double 
suns, and scanned across the wide declivity in front of 
him The forms of other warriors and bodyguards, 
sprawled across the rocky wastes or half buried like the 
one left a few meters behind, showed that he'd found the 
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wisely avoided. 

More evidence Bits and pieces of debris, the 

wrecka^ of the repidsorlift sail bar^ that had served as 
Jabba's floating throne room, lay scattered across the 
larther dunes. Seraps of the canopy that had shaded 
Jabba's massive bulk from the midday suns now fluttered 
in the scalding breezes, blaster Are and the inpact of the 
crash having tom the expensive Sorderian weftlabrie to 
ra^. Den^ could see a few more of Jabba's 
bodyguards, lacedown on the hot sand, their weapons 
stolen by scavenging Jawas. They wouldn't be flaking 
anymore to protect their boss's wobbling bulk. Even in 
this desiccating heat, Dengar could smell the siekly 
afiermath of death It wasn't unlamiliar to him-he'd been 
working as a bounty hunter and ^neral-purpose 
mercenary bng enou^ to get used to it-but the other 
seent he'd hoped to catch, that of profit, was still missing. 
He started down the slope of the dune toward the distant 
wreckage. 


There was no sign of Jabba's corpse, once Dengar 



reached the spot. That didn't surprise him as he used a 
broken-shanked scythe-staff to poke around the rubble. 
Soon alter the battle, he'd seen a Huttese transport lifting 
into the sky, that'd been what had guided him to this 
remote spot. The ship undoubtedly had had Jabba's 
body aboard. Hurts might be greedy, credit-hungry 
slu^-a trait Dengpr actually admired in them-but they did 
have a certain feeling toward the merrbers of their own 
species. Kffl one, he knew, and you were in deep nerf 
waste. It wasn't sentimentality on the part of the other 
Hurts, so mich as a wound to their notorious 
megalomania, mixed with a practical self interest. 

So much for Luke Skywaker and the rest of them, 
thou^t Den^ as the point of the staff revealed sticky 
and distastefol evidence of Jabba's death As if that Me 
band of Rebels didn't have enou^ trouble, with the 
whole lanpire gunning for them; now they'd have the late 
Jabba's extended clan after them as weft Dengar shook 
his head-he would've thou^ that Skywaker and his pal 
Han Solo would have, at the least, an appreciation of the 
Hurt capacity for bearing grud^s. 
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thermal wei^ of the suns, the debris zone stank. Dengar 
lifted a length of chain, the broken metal at its end twisted 
by blaster fire. The last time he'd seen this hand-lbrged 
tether, back at Jabba's palace, it'd been iastened to an 
iron collar around Princess Leia Organa's neck. Now the 
links were crusted with the dried exudations irom Jabba's 
slobbering mouth The Hutt must've died hard, thought 
Den^, dropping the chaia A lot to kill there. He'd 
gotten an account of the fight Irom a couple of surviving 
bodyguards that had managed to drag themselves back 
to the palace. When Dengar had left, to come out here to 
the Dune Sea wastes, most of the remaining thu^ and 
louts were busify smashing open the casks of off planet 
claret in the cool, dank cellars beneath the palace, and 
getting obliterated in a orgy of relief and self pity at no 
longer being in Jabba the Hurt's ertpby. 

'Yeah, you're free, too." Dengpr picked up an 
unsmashed foodpot that the toe of his boot had 
uncovered. The still-living delicacy inside, one of Jabba's 
lavorite truJfiites, scrabbled a^inst the ceramic lid 
errbossed with the distinctive oval seal of Fhnark & Co., 
Exotic Foodstufis-we cater to the aalaxVs deaenerate 



appetites. 


"For what it's worth." His own tastes didn't run to the 
likes of the pot's spidery, gel-mired contents; he hooked 
a gloved linger in the lid's airhole and pried it open. The 
nutrient gases hissed out; they had sustained the 
delicacy's freshness, all the way from whatever distant 
planet had spawned it. "See how bng you last out there." 
The trufllite dropped to the sand, scrabbled over 
Dent's boot, and vanished over the nearest dune. He 
imagined some Tusken Raider finding the little appetizer 
out there and being conpletety perplexed by it. One 
substantial piece of wreckage remained, too big for the 
Jawas to have carted away. The hardened durasteel 
keelbeam of the sail bar^, blackened by explosions that 
had destroyed the rest of the craft, rose at an angle from 
where the stem end was buried beneath a lall of rocks. 
Den^ scrabbled aboard the curved metal, nearly a 
meter in width, and clirrbed the rest of the way up to 
where the barge's bow had been, and now only the 
exposed beam was left, tilted into the cbudless sky. He 
wrapped one arm around the end, then with his other 
hand unsbng the elec-trobinocuhrs from his belt and 



brou^t them up to his eyes. The rangefinder nurrbers 
skittered at the bottom of his field of vision as he scanned 
across the horizon. 

This was a pointless trip, Dengpr thou^ dis gustedly. He 
leaned out larther from the keelbeam, still examining the 
wasteland through the 'binocs. His bountyhunting career 
had never been such a raging success that he'd been able 
to retrain from any other kind of scrabbling hustle that 
chanced to come his way. It was a hard trade Ibr a 
human to get ahead in, considering the nurrber of other 
species in the ^laxy that worked in it, all of them uglier 
and tougher; droids, too. So a little bit of scaven^r work 
was nothing he was unused to. The best would've been if 
he had Ibund ary survivors out here that could either pay 
him Ibr their rescue or that he could ransom olf to 
whatever connections they mi^ have. The late Jabba's 
court had been opulent-and 

lucrative-enou^ to attract more than the usual lowlifes 
that one encountered on Tatooine. 

But the bunch of rubble Den^ had found out here-the 
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the smaller skills that'd hovered alongside as outriders, 
the dead bodyguards and warriors-wasrit worth two 
lead ingots to him Anything of value was already 
trundling away in the Jawas' sbw, tank-treaded 
sandcrawlers, leaving nothing but bones and worthless 
scrap behind. Mi^ as well just stay here, he thought. 
And wait. He'd sent his bride-to-be, Manaroo, aloft in 
his ship, the Punishing One, to do a hi^altitude 
recormaissanee of the area. Soon enough she'd be 
finished with the task, and would come back to fetch 
him 

The knot of fiustration in Dent's gut was instantly 
replaced with surprise as the keelbeam suddenly tilted al 
most vertical The strap of the eleetrobinoculars eut 
aeross his throat as they flew away Ifom his eyes. He 
held on with both hands as the beam pitched skyward, as 
thou^ it were on a storm-tossed ocean of water rather 
than sand. 

Charred metal scraped ti^ agpinst the ammo pouches 
on his chest as the keelbeam rotated. As the beam 
twisted about, Dengpr could see the surrounding dunes 



heaving in a slow, seismic counterpoint to the wrecked 
barge's motion, cliff laces of rock and sand shearing 
away and tumbling downward, slower clouds of dust 
stacking across the suns' smoldering 

laees. 

At the center of the dunes, the sbpe grew deeper, like a 
funnel with a black hole at its center. Another shudder 
ran beneath the planet's surface, and the keelbeam rolled 
almost sideways, nearfy disbdging Dengar from his grasp 
upon it. His feet swung out from beneath him; Dengar 
looked down, past his own boots, and saw that the hole 
at the bottom of the sand funnel was lined with teeth 

Jaws clenched, Dengar muttered an obseenity from his 
homeworld. You gpurling idiot-he cursed his own 
stupidity, getting himself stuck here m the middle of the 
air, with no escape route. He hadn't considered what his 
presence mi^ awaken, and how hungry it would be. 
The Great Pit of Carkoon gaped wider, sand and rubble 
swirling around the blmd, all-devouring Sarlacc creature 
at the center of the vortex. A sour stench hit Den^ like 
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A glance around him revealed to Dengar that the 
keelbeam had slid partway down the funnel, then 
sna^d on a solid rock outcropping. He turned his lace 
a^inst his shoulder as the sail barb's scattered debris 
rained past him, the kr^r pieces hitting the Pit's sloping 
sides and pitching end over end into the Sarlacc's gaping 
maw. The keelbeam gpve a sudden lurch in Dengar's 
sweating gtasp as the end bebw him shattered part of 
the outcropping. Sudden^ the beam swayed backward, 
leaving him dangling precarious^, onfy a couple of meters 
from the Sarlacc's throat. 

A punping kick enabled him to ^t first one, then the 
other of his boot soles up onto the beam He squatted 
into a deep knee bend on the narrow metal surface, then 
junped, fingertips clawing for the furmel's edge above 
him His belly hit the slope; sand slid maddening under 
his hands as he thrashed and kicked, struggling toward 
the bri^t and enpty sky. With a ^sp of efibrt, Dengar 
managed to ^t his chest across the shifting ed^ of the 
funnel, then scrabble the rest of his body over and tunirle 
down the other side. 



Too bad for the Jawas-that was all that Dengar could 
think of as he wrapped his arms around himself and 
waited for the animate disturbance in Tatooine's crust to 
subside. There m^i have been something of worth 
brou^t to the surface; but unless the little scroun^rs 
wanted to dive down the Sarlacc's throat to ^t it, that 
load of valuable salvage was bst to them now. 

The Dune Sea grew silent ag^ia Dengar let a minute 
pass, measured by his heartbeat gradually slowing to 
normal, then scrarrbled to his feet. The Sarlacc had most 
likely pulled its head back underground and was busy 
digesting the bits of wrecka^ it'd just been fed, or trying 
to. He figured that would give him time enou^ to ^t a 
safe distance away, if he hurried. Brushing sand from his 
^ar, Dengar started trudging up the slope of the nearest 
dune. 

Three dunes later he stopped to catch his breath To his 
amazement, he saw that the scraps of debris, the barely 
distinguishable pieces of Jabba the Hutt's sail barge, still 
filled the center of the pit. The truth dawned on him It's 
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managed to kill the Sarlace. The rotting steneh had been 
from the creature's own tom-apart flesh, visible beneath 
the wreckage. 

Now the sense of life, however malignant, beneath the 
desert's surface was extinguished. Only bits of wreckage, 
no longer recognizable as to form and function, and a few 
facedown bodies lay scattered around the empty zone. 
The stink from the slope-sided hole motivated Dengpr in 
the opposite direction, toward Jabba's palace. This was 
as good a time as any for him to verify the rumors about 
what the palace had become since the death of the Hutt. 
The orgiastic celebration of Jabba's liberated underling 
had been just beginning, the last time Dengar had been 
inside the forbidding, windowless pile. If He palace was 
empty now-reports differed on that score-then the thick 
walls of the interior chairbers would give him a safe 
place to hang out while night and its attendant hazards 
took possession of the Dune Sea, and he waited for 
Manaroo's return. His own private hideout, which he'd 
previously carved into a desert rid^ of stone and 
stocked with supplies, would have done the same-but at 
the palace, there mi^ be some remnants of Jabba's 



court, like the Hurt's majordomo, Bib Fortuna, and 
others who would be boking for ways to profit by the 
enployeds death Great minds think alike, Dengpr noted 
wryly. Or at least the greedy ones do. 

He gave the area one more scan, sweeping the horizon 
with the eleetrobinoeulars. One of the suns had already 
begun to set, pushing his own shadow ahead across the 
wasteland. He was just about to power off the 'binocs 
when he sported something nearfy filiy meters away. That 
one looks like he took the worst of it-another corpse lay 
on a stretch of rou^ gravel Faceup; Dengar could make 
out the Ifoitt of a narrow-apertured helmet. That was 
about all of the corpse's gear that was intact. The rest of 
the dead man's ^ar looked as if it hadn't been burned 
away so mich as dissolved, some kind of aeid bath 
reducing uniform and armaments to rags and corroded, 
pitted shapes of useless metal and plastoid. Dengar 
thurrbwheeled the 'binoes into eloser focus, trying to 
figure out what could've happened to create that kird of 
lethal efleet. 

Wait a minute. The sprawled form filled the elee 



troDmoculars' lenses. Maybe not exactly letnal, uengar 
corrected himself He could see the figure's chest moving, 
a slight rise and fill, ri^ on the edge of survival The 
hafi-naked combatant, whoever it ni^ be, was still 
alive. Or at least for the time being. Now, that was worth 
checking out. Den^ slung the 

'binocs back onto his equipment beL If only to satisfy his 
own curiosily-the distant figure boked as if he'd 
discovered a whole new way of ^tting killed. As a 
bounty hunter and general purveyor of vblence, Dengar 
felt a professional interest in the matter. 

He glanced over his shoulder and saw his own ship, the 
Punishing One, descending a few kibmeters away, its 
landing ^ar extended. His bride-to-be, Manaroo, was at 
the ship's controls. Good, thought Dengar. He'd be able 
to use her help, now that he had determined that there 
would be no immediate danger to her. He didn't mind 
risking his own life, but hers was another matter. 
Balancing himself with one hand heb back against the 
slope of the dune, Dengar worked his way toward the 
humanoid-shaped n^tery he'd spotted. He hoped the 
other man would still be alive bv the time he eot there. 



This way of dyings not so bad.... 

Somewhere, past a jurrble of disjointed thou^its and 
images, the oleaginous voice of Jabba the ffutt could be 
heard in memory, promising a new definition of pain, one 
that would last thousands of years, excruciating and 
never-ending 

The lat slug had been correct about that, to a degree; the 
dying man had to admit it. Or was he already dead?-he 
couldn't tell This late, the infinitely slow etching away, 
molecule by molecule, of epidermis and nerve ending, 
had been intended for someone else. It struck the dying 
man as no more unjust than all the rest of the universe's 
working that he should suffer it instead. 

Or have sufiered it. Because the Hutt seemed to have 
been misinformed about how long the dissolution and 
torment would last. A few seconds had been more than 
adequate for pain's new meaning to have become clear, 
as the enfolding darkness's acids had seeped through 
uniform and armament, touching skin like the fire of a 
thousand commingled suns. And those few seconds, and 




me minutes and tiours-days, yearsY-that tollowed nad 
indeed seemed to stretchout to eternity... 

But they had ended. That pain, beyond anything he had 
ever endured or inflicted, had come to a stop, replaced 
by the simpler and duller ebbing away of life force. By 
comparison, that was a comfort like drifting asleep on 
pillows of satin filled with downy feathers. Even the 
blindness, the perfect acidic night, had been broken by a 
nuted dawa The dying man still could not see, but he 
could sense, throu^ the T-shaped visor of his helmet 
and the wet rags swaddling hirn, the unmistakable 
photonic warmth of suns against his face and the eroded 
skin of his chest. Perhaps, the dying man thou^ it 
reached up into the sky and swalbwed them, too. The 
giant mouth, when he'd fallen down its ranks of razor 
teeth, had seemed that big. 

But now he felt gravel and sand beneath his spine, and 
his own blood miring him to the ground. That had to be 
some kind of a tactile hallucination He had no gods to 
thank, but was grateful anyway for the blessings of 
madness... 



The li^ on his lace dimmed; the diflerential in 
temperature was enough that he could just make out the 
blurred ed^s of shadow felling upon him He wondered 
what new vision his agony-fiactured brain was about to 
conjure up. There were others, he knew, here in the belly 
of the beast; he had seen them fell and be swallowed up. 
A little company, the dying man decided. He mi^ as 
well hallucinate voices, from those about to be di^sted; 
it would help pass the bng endless hours before his own 
body's atoms floated free from one another. 

One ofthe voices he heard was his owa 'Help...." 

"What happened?" 

He could almost have lauded, if any twitch of his raw 
roiscles hadn't hurt so rmch, pushing him toward 
unconscious oblivion Shouldn't hallucinations know these 
thin^? 

"Sarlacc . . . swallowed me." The words seemed to 
come of their own volition "1 killed it... blew it up...." 

He heard another voice, a female's. 'He's dvina." The 



man's voice spoke again, in hushed tones. 

"Manaroo-do you know who this is?" 

'T don't care. Help me get him inside." The female's 
shadow fell aeross him 

Suddenly he felt himself rising, dirt and grit M ing from 
his mangled ferm The next sensation was that of being 
thrown aeross someone's broad shoulder, an arm 
encireling his waist to steady him A sense of shame filled 
the dying maa There had been so many times when he 
had laced his own extinction-painful or otherwise-the 
contemplation of his death, and the dismissal of it as 
being of no concern, had given him strength And now 
some weak part of him had summoned up this pitiful 
fantasy of rescue. Better to die, he thought, than to fear 
dying 

"Hang on," came the hallucinated voice. 'Til ^t you 
someplace safe." 

The man called Boba Fett felt the jostle of the other's 

thotstRns thp rmtinn of hpincr oarriod aornss tho stnnv 



ground. For a moment his vision cleared, the blindness 
disspating enou^ that he could see his own hand 
flopping limp and disjointed, leaving a trail of spattered 
blood on the sand.... 

That was when he knew that what he saw and felt was 
real And that he was still alive. 

2 

A small object, moving by its own power throu^ the 
cold expanses between the stars, had flnaDy breached a 
planet's sensory perimeter. Kuat of Kuat had felt the 
hyperspace messenger pod's approach even before his 
own corporate securhy chief came to tell him that it had 
been intercepted. He had a fine-tuned awareness of 
machines, from the smallest nano-sporoids to 

constructioirs capable of annihilating worlds. It was a 
lamily trait, something encoded deep within the Kuat 
blood for ^nerations. 

"Excuse me, Technician"-an obsequious voice came from 
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communis picked up any traces. Of your... packa^." 
Kuat of Kuat turned away from the great domed 
viewport and is vistas of emptiness studded wih light. 
Far beyond the expanded orbi of the planet that bore 
the name ideiiical to his, the ha^ arm of one of the 
galaxy's more aestheticalfy pleasiig spial nebulae was 
about to rise iio si^. He tried not to miss thmgs like 
that; they served to remind hin that the universe and all 
is mtercormected worldn^ was, ii is essence, a 
machiie like other machiies. Even is constitueii atoms, 
beyond the confusion of uncertaiiy principles and 
observer effects, ticked like ancieii, primitive chrono 
^ars. And finer thmgs than that, Kuat of Kuat told 
hinsetf^ not for the first time. Such as men's spiis. Those 
were machiies as well, however iiefiable thei 
substance. 

"Very welL" He stroked the silky fir of the feliix cradled 
ii his arms; the arrimal made a deep, barely audible 
sound ofcoiientment as his long, precise fingers found a 
specific zone behkid the triangular ears. 'Thaf s just what 
fve been expecting" Machiies, even the ones buii ii the 
Kuat Drive Yards, did not ahvavs function as iiended; 



there were random variables that sometimes deposited 
metaphorical sand in the gears. It was a pleasure- 
frequent, but still undiminished-when things did work 
aecording to plaa "Has there been any readout on the 
contents?" 

"Not yet." Fenald, the seeurity chielj was dressed in the 
standard Kuat Drive Yards worksuit, devoid of any 
errblemof rank except ibr the variable-dispersion blaster 
slung conspicuously at his hip. 'There's a fidl erew 
working on it, but"-a wry smile lifted a comer of his 
mouth-"the encryption codes are rather ti^." 

'They're meant to be." Kuat of Kuat would not be 
disappointed if the KDY enpbyees weren't able to 
craek them; he had desigped and inplemented them 
himself Setting Security's inlb-analysis division to work 
on them was a mere test, to see how well he'd done. '1 
don't care Ibr anyone else reading try mai" 

"Of eourse not." A sli^t nod in acknowledgtnent; despite 
the importance of Kuat Drive Yards as the elite and most 
powerful contractor of engineering and construction 



services lo me nrpire, me lonmiiiies oi jsjj i 
headquarters were minimal, and had been for 
generations. Ponp and show and courtfy flourishes were 
for those who didn't understand where true power eame 
from Fenald ^stored toward the viewport, its hexagonal 
strutwork curving three times higher than his boss's 
imposing two-meter hei^. "I doubt if anyone has." The 
felinx purred louder in Kuat of Kuat's arms; he'd found 
the exact spot wired into its pleasure centers. Bom that 
way, a good amount of the minimal brain mass in the 
animal's excessive^ narrow skull-a trait of its inbred 
species-he'd had to replace with biosinxilation circuits, to 
keep it from bumping into walls and gpawing raw the 
flesh beneath its fiir. His lin^rtips felt the edge of the cut 
into the ananal's skull as he stroked it. Transrruted even 
this lar into a true machine, the animal was much more 
satislactory, and-in ways Kuat of Kuat appreciated-even 
more beautifuL 

A single bell note sounded in the spacious ofiice suite of 
KDYs hereditary CEO. Kuat of Kuat turned back to 
gaze at the viewport's limitless vista as his security chief 
leaned the side of his head agpinst the small transponder 
enfoedded in hk nafrn The folrnx had nlnsind its eves in 



ecstasy, it didn't see the rising edge of the tar-distant 
nebula, like luminous smoke against black. 

'They're bringing it in now," said Fenald. 

"Excellent." Outside, in vacuum, an ion engine streaked 
fiery red, moving past the seemingly chaotic maze of 
eonstruction platforms and giav-dock bays at a navi^ble 
sublight speed. The small utility shuttle, with its preeious 
eargo aboard, was heading for the core of KDYs 
industrial complex. Perhaps a quarter of a standard time 
part before the shuttle arrived; Kuat of Kuat glanced 
over his shoulder at the other maa 'You don't need to 
wait." He smiled. 'Til take care of it rt^^elf" Seeurity 
ehiels were paid to be curious about ev erything that 
happened within their sphere of operations. 

"As you please, Techniciaa" The words were spoken 
with a stiffened spine and a nod just bordering on 
eurtness. He was also paid to obey orders. "Let me 
know if there's anything else you require, in regard to this 
matter." The felinx protested as Kuat of Kuat bent down, 
depositing it on the intricate^ tessellated floor. Tail 




demandmgty erect, the creature rubbed itselt against a 
trouser leg cut of the same utilitarian dark green as all the 
other work uniforms worn by KDY employees. The 
concerns of the most powerful beings in the 

galaxy-perhaps the most powerful beyond Emperor 
Palpafine's inner circle-didn't matter to the animaL A heat 
source and continued stroking were the limits of its 
desires. 

As Kuat of Kuat straitened back up, the office suite's 
doors slid shut behind the departing chief of security. The 
felinx bumped its head more insistently a^inst his shia 
"Not now," Kuat told it. 'Tve got work to do." 

Persistence was a trait he admired; he couldn't be angry 
at the animal when it jumped up on his workbench. He 
let it march back and forth, level with his chest, as he 
assembled the necessary tools. Only when the pilot of the 
shuttle team, whose tli^t he had spotted from the 
viewport, entered and placed an donated silver ovoid 
on the bench, then withdrew from his presence, did Kuat 
of Kuat shoo the animal away. 



A pair of hovering workii^its drew closer, erasing all 
shadow, as he leaned over the mirror-finished torpedo. 
This messen^r pod was not just wired with, but actually 
built olj self-destruct modules, to prevent unauthorized 
access-or access by anyone except Kuat of Kuat 
himself And even that was intended to be difficult; if he 
erred now, KDY would have a new hereditary owner 
and chief designer. 

Held between thurrb and forefinger, an identity probe bit 
almost painless^ into his flesh, drawing samples of fluid 
and tissue. The microcircuitry inside the slender 
needlelike device ran through its programming, matching 
both ^netic information and the autorrutating radioactive 
tracers that had been injected into his bloodstream The 
probe gave no sign, audible or visible, whether everything 
checked out. The only indication would be when he held 
the inoxide tip to the messenger pod; if his charred 
remains weren't errbedded in the wall behind him, then 
all was as it should be. 

The probe tip clicked agpinst the curved, reflective 
surface. No expbsion resulted, except for the sli^ one 
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A hairline fissure opened along the side of the pod. The 
work went fester now as Kuat of Kuat pried open the 
silvery ovoid, dismaittling the pieces of its shell in a 
precise order. A misstep, a segtnent taken out of turn, 
would also result in a fetal explosion, but he wasn't 
concerned about that happening The only place where 
the proper sequence had been put down was in his 
memory, but no more accurate record could be 
imagined. When he admired machines, he admired 
himself 

The one on the workbench functioned just as 

perfectly the last of the encasing shell separated into its 
component parts and fell away from the core. 'You've 
come a long way, little one." He laid a tender, possessive 
hand on the holoprojector unit that had been revealed, 
"Just what do you have to tell me?" A lading heat 
radiated into Kuat of Kuat's palm The messen^r pod's 
energy cell was an accelerated-decay module, producing 
enough power for a onetime jump in and out of 
hyperspace. The navigational coordinates were 



hardwired; a matter of a few days ago it'd left the distant 
world of Tatooine. It could have reached the Kuat Drive 
Yards headquarters even sooner if a randomizing subli^ 
process hadn't been programmed, to evade detection. 
Kuat of Kuaf s own security men weren't the only ones 
watching the perimeter. A matter of business paranoia 
was one of the operating costs that came with being of 
service to the Emperor. 

Hands sheathed in insulated gloves, Kuat of Kuat lifted 
out the holoprojector. A standard playback unit, similar 
to ones Ibund throughout the ^laxy, but with tweaks and 
modifications lar beyond the ordinary. Palpatine himself 
couldn't ^t this kind of detail in comrrunications with his 
various underling. But then.. 

. he doesn't need it, Kuat of Kuat reminded himself Not 
the way I do. The Emperor could always ^t what he 
wanted throng fear and death. In the engineering 
business, one had to be a Me more careful, not to 
eliminate one's market. 

"Go away," he said to the felinx winding between his 
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The felinx didn't heed the warning. When Kuat of Kuat 
used the rest of his precise took to conplete the circuits 
inside the holoprojector, the images and sounds of 
another great room were laid over the ofiice suite. The 
oppressive darkness generated by the recording and its 
chaos of nokes, from the rattling of subsurface chains to 
cruel cross-species laughter, brought the silken fur 
strai^ up along the arBrnal's spine; it hksed at what it 
saw, particularly the hoblbrm of one grossfy elephantine 
individual with tiny hands and immense, greedy eyes. 
When that image's lipless mouth opened to emit wetly 
glottal lau^ter, the feUnx scrairbled to safety beneath the 
farthest comer of the workbench 

Kuat of Kuat used the magpetically fastened tip of the 
probe to freeze the playback; the cacophony was 
replaced by silence as he glanced over hk shoulder and 
saw the court of Jabba the Hutt rendered motionless. He 
turned away from the bench and walked into the center 
of the hologtam The forms were insubstantial as ghosts- 
he could have passed hk hand through any one of the 
sycophants and han^rs-on surrounding the Hutfs 



thronelike hover pktibrm-but detailed in such perfection 
that he eould almost smell the sweat and rank odors of 
de eay rising from the grates in the synthesized floors. 

'You're dead, aren't you?" With a thin smile, he brou^ 
his lace close to the stilled ima^ of Jabba the Hutt. 
'That's such a shame. I hate to lose a good eustomer." 
Over the years Jabba had commissioned several large 
orders, lethal equipment for his thugs and hirelings from 
KDYs personal armaments division, plus elaborate 
palaee liimishings and a superbly appointed sail barge, 
with military retroflts, from one of the Kuat subsidiaries 
devoted to luxury vessels. There had been extras thrown 
in that Jabba had known nothing about hidden recording 
devices that had captured nearfy everything that took 
place in the palace on Tatooine and aboard the floating 
barge. A good contractor, thou^ Kuat of Kuat, knows 
his accounts. Better than they even know themselves. 

Word of the Hutt's death had already seeped throu^ the 
galaxy, gladdening many, setting olf an acquisitive 
scrarrble among others. Of all of his species, Jabba had 
been the most active-if that word eould be applied to 
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in his shady enterprises. They're already at each other's 
throats-the late Hutt's associates, including Jabba's own 
supposedly grieving relations, struggling for control of his 
intricate and criminal legacy. That would be good Ibr 
business; Kuat of Kuat already had appointmeiis 
scheduled with some of the worst and most arrbitious of 
the lot. New plans always called for new weapons. 

The notion of throats mordantly amused him What he'd 
already heard about Jabba the TTutt's death was 
confirmed by the holographic image. One of Jabba's 
ineffectual Me hands held a length of chain, its other end 
fastened to a collar around the neck of a human form; 
standing at the edge of the recreated platform, Kuat of 
Kuat appraised with a connoisseur's eye the revealed 
attractiveness of Princess Leia Orgpna. His own wealth 
and power had brou^ many varieties of feminine beauty 
throng his private quarters, even Irom the hipest ranks 
of the nobility. The princess, however... 

He made a mental note to seek this woman's ac 
quaintance, if he ever had the opportunity. If it hap 
pened, he wouldn't be such an idiot as to leave something 



as sinple and deadly as an iron chain lying about. "Never 
hand your enerry"-Kuat of Kuat spoke aloud to the dead 
Hutfs ima^-'the means by which she can kill you." 
Jabba's death was a minor concern at the moment, 
thou^ Even the presence of Leia Organa at the late 
Hutfs court was, at this moment, of no great significance 
to Kuat. There were others that he sou^ laces to be 
found in the past. He returned to his workbench and, 
with a few delicate adjustmeiis to the playback unit, ran 
the recording back toward its beginning, before Leia 
Or^na had ever entered Jabba's palace, disguised as an 
Ubese bounty hunter with captured Wookiee in tow. 
That should do it, thou^ Kuat as he glanced over his 
shoulder; he lifled the probe's tip ifom the device, 
Ireezing the image once agpin 

Stepping past Jabba's thronelike platform, Kuat of Kuat 
looked around the hobgram of the Hutfs court. The 
assembled laces were a rogues' gpllery of interstellar 
villamy, ranging Ifom petty theft to murder-and beyond. 
Hutts tended to attract these types, the way small 
forbearing animals attracted fleas. Thou^ in a certam 
sense, it was a syrrbiotic rather than parasitic relationship 



At home in his palace, Jabba had been able to look 
around himself and at least see sentient creatures whose 
morals were on a par with, or even bebw, his own 

Kuat of Kuat walked slowly throu^ the re-ereated 
court, looking for one lace in particular. Not even a lace, 
but a mask. He paused before the frozen ima^ of 
Jabba's majordomo, a glittering-eyed, ev% smiling 
Twflek named Bib Fortuna. The males of the planet 
l^loth, even with all the extra cognitive abilities packed 
into the heavy, tapering appenda^s hanging from their 
bare skulls onto their shoulders, had no capacity for 
generating wealth and no coura^ to steal it, even thou^ 
they were nearly as avaricious as Hurts. This particular 
one had tried to worm his way into the Kuat Drive 
Yards' corporate bureaucracy, before a noteworthy 
display of untrustworthi-ness had gotten him booted from 
the headquarters on the planet Kuat. Hurts, however, 
had more of a taste for flattery and tail kissing Kuat of 
Kuat wasn't surprised that Fortuna had wound up in 
Jabba's palace. 

He didn't spot what he was looking for until he raised his 
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There he is, thou^ Kuat of Kuat. The distinctive 
hetneted visage of Boba Fett, the galaxy's most feared 
bounty hunter, g3zed down at the mingled courtiers 
below like a totem of some planefs primordial deily, 
contemplating a justice Colder than the spaces between 
the stars. Arrayed abng Fett's arms and slung at his back 
were his working tools, the wrist lasers and miniaturized 
flamethrower, and all the other weapons that were as 
precise in his hands as the tiny probes were in Kuat of 
Kuafs. The helmet, with its dark T-shaped visor, hid the 
bounty hunter’s eyes and the measured calculations going 
on behind them 

Satisfied for the moment, Kuat of Kuat walked back to 
the edge of the hologram Even being in a 
threedimensional sirrulation of Jabba's court, with its 
miasma of avarice and bad hygiene, brou^ a twinge of 
nausea to his gut. Better to watch Ifomthe outside of the 
hologram, ifomthe pristine and mathematic angles of his 
own office. At the workbench, he adjusted the probe's 
angle in the holoprojector's circuits. Without even 
glaneing over his shoulder, he could sense Jabba's ima^ 
and the others in the ffurt's dimlv lit court restored to 



motion, acting out their parts in this little segment of the 
past. 

Another adjustment rruted the audio portion of the 
playback; Kuat of Kuat didn't need to hear Jabba's 
slobbering voice and the cruel lau^er of his sycophaiis 
to discern what was happening. Another Twi'lek, a 
female-on %bth, the females were nowhere as repulsive 
as their male counterparts-had become the source for 
Jabba's amisement. A pretty slave, a pantalooned 
dancing girl with her distinctive Twi'lek head appendages 
decorated to reseirble an ancient court jester's cap of 
bells-but her childlike appeal and grace wasn't enou^ to 
satisfy her master's appetites. A look of apprehension, 
close to panic, had moved across her lace as she had sat 
decorousfy at one side of the court, as though she'd had 
a prescient glimpse of her late. Which was being played 
out a^in as the ima^ of Jabba the Hutt, wattled bulk 
jiggling and eyes widening with deli^ reeled in the chain 
lastened to the Twi'lek dancing girl's iron collar, drawing 
her toward the thronelike platform The poor girl rrust 
have seen the same thing happen to others before her; 
beautiful creatures had been a disposable commodity for 



Jabba. 


Just as Kuat of Kuat expected, the next few moments of 
the playback showed the trapdoor sliding open in front of 
Jabba's platform The dancing girl's M snapped the links 
of the chain; the court's motley denizens clustered around 
the grates, straining to wateh her death at the claws and 
teeth of the rancor, Jabba's iavorite pet, in the darkness 
below. The nausea returned to Kuat of Kuat's stomach, 
sharpened to disgust. A waste, he thou^. The daneing 
girl had been beautiful enough to be useful to someone; 
the destruction of such a pretty device an^red him more 
than anything else. 

He'd seen enough, at least at this level of detail ff the fat 
slug was as dead as had been reported, he now didn't 
regret the loss of trade. There'd be others, moving up the 
ranks of the Huttese speeies' gala?^-wide hierarchy. 
Kuat of Kuat reached over and froze the playback, the 
better to sean the images for the one in whom he had the 
most interest. 

And who was no lon^r there in the hologram The 
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where Kuat of Kuat had spotted it before, up on the 
gallery overboking the central area of Jabba's court. 
Kuat of Kuat stepped away Ifom the workbench and 
across the nearest edge of the hologram, looking up 
toward the sirrulation of the rou^-domed ceiling, then 
around to the openings of low, tunnellike passa^s 
branching off to other parts of the palace. The ima^ of 
Boba Fett was nowhere to be seen 

Kuat of Kuat ran the recording unit back to the point 
where the bounty hunter, lace hidden behind the visored 
mask of his uniform, could be seen watching the court 
below him This time, he didn't let himself be distracted 
by the late of the Twi'lek dancing girl; starting up the 
playback agpin, he saw where Boba Fett had slipped 
unnoticed from the gallery and out of the court, even 
before Jabba had started pulling on the chain and 
drawing the girl over the trapdoor. 

Interesting Kuat of Kuat let the holographic re cording 
play on. Our friend, he thou^ had another agenda. Not 
surprising Boba Fett had not reached the top of the 
bounty-hunter trade without buMing up a network of 



business interests and contacts, some of them-if not 
most-completely unaware of each other. Jabba the Hutt 
ni^t have been stupid enou^ to believe that by paying 
Fett a generous retainer, he had thereby secured the 
bounty hunter's exclusive services. If so, that indicated 
how rmch Jabba had been slipping, making the kind of 
mis takes that had led to his death 

Always a mistake to completely trust a bounty hunter. 
Kuat of Kuat didn't commit mistakes like that. Kuat ran 
the hologram playback forward. There was no sigp of 
Boba Fett until rruch larther on in the recording He 
spotted the bounty hunter's image then, snapping a 
blaster rifle up into firing position as the disguised Leia 
Or^na held up an activated thermal detonator and 
demanded payment for the captive Wookiee she had 
brou^t. That potentially lethal confrontation had ended 
with the Hutt's guttural lau^er and admiration for his 
resourceful opponent; the bounty for Chewbacca had 
been paid and Boba Fett had lowered his weapon 

So he did return there, rrused Kuat as he watched the 
hologram Whatever rrysteiious appointments Boba Fett 
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him from attending to his duties as the Hutt's freelanee 
bodyguard. It was a safe assunption that the reports 
gathered by Kuat's corporate intelligence division were 
accurate they had described Jabba's death, out on his sail 
barge, hovering at the edge of the Great Pit of Carkoon 
in Tatooine's Dune Sea, and had mentioned Boba Fett 
being there at the struggle. 

More than that, the reports had also described Boba 
Fetf s death. What Kuat of Kuat wanted was proof of 
that. Operating without that proof was like building a 
machine with a critical component left untested. A 
machine, he thou^, that could kill its master if it broke 
dowa Someone like Boba Fett had a disquieting habit of 
survival; Kuat of Kuat would have to see the bounty 
hunter's death before he would believe it. 

He looked at the pieces of the messenger pod and its 
curved, reflective casing scattered on the workbench. 
The next pod to drop out of hyperspace and penetrate 
the planet Kuaf s atmosphere would very likely carry the 
necessary information inside it. All the units had been 
designed to carry only partial segments of what had been 



recorded at Jabba's palace and aboard the Hutt's sail 
barge. There was less likelihood that way of any of 
KDYs powerful enemies intercepting the units and, if 
they managed to get past the security procedures, 
figuring out Kuat of Kuaf s own concerns. 

One last thing to do with this message He reached into 
the device and extracted the nicro-probe. The breaking 
of the circuit initiated the self destruct program; the metal 
grew white-hot, twisting in upon itself as it was 
consumed. From underneath the bench, the felinx fled in 
terror, streaking toward the office suite's farthest 
recesses. A few more seconds passed, then the 
holoprojector and its contents had been reduced to 
blackened slag on the workbench's surface, cooling into 
a single indecipherable hieroglyph 

The contents of the messa^, that had come so far to 
reach him, was safely locked away in Kuat of Kuaf s 
memory. When proof of Boba Fetfs death came, he 
ni^t allow himself to fbr^t the smallest particle of 
information When it's safe, Kuat of Kuat had already 
decided. Not until then 



And if that proof didn't come ... he would have to make 
other plans. Plans that would include more than one 
death as part of their internal workings. Meshing gears 
often had cruelly sharp teeth. 

He turned away from the workbench and walked slowly 
through the empty spaces of the ofike suite, looking for 
the felinx. So that he could pick it up and cradle it in his 
arms, and soothe it of the fti^ it had received. 3 

It took some doing, but she Ibund him For the second 
time. 

The girl crouched behind one of the Dune Sea's rocky 
outcroppings as she watched the barely noticeable hole 
dug into the barren ground below. The twin suns bled 
into the horizon, the chill Tatooine ni^ already unlblding 
across the sands. Around her bare shoulders, she pulled 
ti^er a salvaged scrap of sail-bar^ canopy-blackened 
by fire and explosion along one rag^d edge, stifiF with 
dried blood along another. The delicate labrics with 
which her body had been adorned in Jabba's palace 
were Me protection against the cold. A shiver touched 



her flesh as she eontinued to watch and wait. 


She'd known that the bounty hunter, the one cafled 
Den^, would have some hiding place away irom Jabba 
the Hutt's palace. What used to be his palace, she 
corrected herseK The monstrous slug was dead now, 
that had held the end of her chain and the chains of the 
other daiKers. But when Jabba had been alive, most of 
the thu^ and bodyguards in his enploy had had little 
warrens out in the rocky wastes, where they could seal 
themselves in for a few hours' sleep, safe ifom being 
nurdered by each other-or by their boss. Jabba's court 
hadn't been easy to survive in; she knew that better than 
anyone. But it's not me who died, she thought with a 
bitter satisiaction Jabba got what he deserved. 

In the dimming light, she put away her brooding, the little 
vengeiiil spark ttot kept her warm inside. She'd spotted, 
down below, the approaching figures for which she'd 
been waiting 

Two medic droids trundled across the sand; their parallel 
tracks headed toward the warren hole in the rocky 
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palace, just as she was; all of the medic droids there had 
been modified with wheels in place of the original stunpy 
le^ so they could get around in the desert terrain 
Neelah watched them ibr a few seeonds more, then 
eased out of her hiding place and carefulfy worked her 
way down the iarther side of the dune, where the droids 
wouldn't be able to see her. 

"Hold it ri^ there." She cau^t the droids just as they 
were transmitting the security code that would unseal the 
subsurlaee warren; a row of numbers, softly glowing red, 
showed on the panel embedded in the magnetieally 
reinforced durasteeL "Don't move, f promise f won't hurt 
you-but do rit move." 

"Are you Ifi^ened?" The taller of the two medieal 
droids, a basic MD5 general-practitioner model, seanned 
her against the hole's rough circle of evening sky. 'Your 
pulse is quite elevated Ibr a standard hu-manoid ibrm 
Plus"-a tiny gjid irised open on the droid's darkenameled 
head, drawing in an air sample-"your perspiration 
eonlains significant levels of hormones indicating an 
emotionally agitated state." 



"Shut up. I also want you to do that." Rocks slid loose 
beneath her as she scranirled down toward the droids. 
"Just shut up." 

"Did you hear that?" The taller droid swiveled its 
mJtilensed ^ze toward its companion, a white-handed 
MD3 pharmaceutical model "She's telling us to be 
quiet." 

'Rudeness." Dust sifted from the shorter one as it tucked 
its syringes and dispensing appenda^s closer to itseH 
"Foresight of diliiculties." 

"Great-" An^r spurred her heart even fester. 'Then you 
can't say you didn't know this was coming" She grabbed 
a vital-signs monitor sticking out aitteimalike from the 
taller one's head and slammed the droid against the dirt 
wall of the warren entrance, hard enou^ to send the 
li^ts dancing across its front display panel Another pull 
in the opposite direction sent it crashing into the other 
droid; tlmt one squealed as it toppled over, exposing the 
wheeled traction devices below the bwer rim of its 
cvlindricalbodv. "Now. how about shuttinaun?" 



"It seems like a very good idea." The taller droid 
retreated, flattening itself against the unopened secu rhy 
hatch 

She gulped down a deep breath, trying throng sheer 
willpower to sbw down her heartbeat and still the 
trerrbling in her hands. Few violent acts had been 
required in her life-as lar as she knew; she had no 
memories of any life belbre finding herself at Jabba's 
palace-and even as something as minor as banging a little 
sense into the medical droids' heads was enou^ to diz^ 
her. Get used to it, she stemfytold herself The realization 
had already come to her that a lot more scaiy thin^ 
were going to happen. That was all ri^; at least she was 
alive. Others in her position hadn't been so fortunate. The 
memory was still vivid inside her, of seeing the other 
dancing girl felling into the pit beneath Jabba's palace. 
That memory ended with screams, and the slavering 
growls of Jabba's pet rancor. 

"Excuse me, your ladyship ..." 
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others at his court had ever called her anything like that 

"But you require medical attention." The taller droid kept 
its speech mechanism at minimal volume. A handlike 
examination module, with a fiber-optic light source 
mounted at the wrist, reached tentatively toward her 
lace. 'That's a very bad wound. . . ." She slapped away 
the droid's hand, before it could touch the edges of the 
jagged line running down one side of her lace. "If 11 heal" 

"With a scar." The taller droid shone the beam of its 
handlight lower, down to where the wound, the physical 
memory of a Gamorrean pikestaflj ended below her 
throat. 

"We could do something about that. To make it better." 

"Why bother?" Other memories, nearly as unpleasant as 
those ifom the pit, flooded her thou^ts. Whatever her 
life ni^ have been before, the time in Jabba's palace 
had been enou^ to convince her that beauty was a 
dangerous thing to possess. Ifd been just enough to 
entice Jabba's sticky hands-and the hands of those 



underling 3 who Imd been bis current lavorttes-but not 
enou^ to protect her when the Hutt grew bored with her 
charms. '1 can do without it," she said bitterfy. 

"Anger," noted the other medical droid. Need lessly-the 
scent of ne^tive emotion was almost palpable in the 
warren hole's entrance. 'Treatment inadvisability." 

"I remember seeing you" The taller droid's low, soothing 
voice continued. "At Jabba's palace." The handli^ beam 
moved across her lace. 'You were part of the 
entertainment." 

"I was-" She glanced over her shoulder toward the 
warren's darkening entrance, to make sure no one was 
approaching, then turned back toward the droids. "But 
not now." 

"Oh?" An inquiring ^ze seemed to move behind the 
droid's optic receptors. 'Then what are you?" 

"I... I don't know...." 

'Name," spoke the shorter of the two droids. 



'Designation. 


'They called me ... Jabba called me Neelah." She 
frowned. Something-the absence of memory, rather than 
arything she could actual^ recall-told her that wasn't 
ri^t. That name's a lie, she thou^. "But. . . that's what 
they called me...." 

'There's worse names." Voice bri^ening, the taller 
droid tried to comlbrt her. "Consider my own subidentity 
coding-" Its complicated hand pointed to a data readout 
on the front of its dark metallic body. "SHSl-B. Most 
sentient creatures can't even pronounce it. This one's 
luckier." 

"le-XE." The shorter droid extruded a pill-dispensing 
module and gently tapped the back of her hand with it. 

"Acquaintance; pleasure." 

They're working on me, thou^ Neelah. She knew 
enou^ about medical droids-from where?-to be aware 
of the soothing eflects they were desigped to provoke in 
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level electromagpetic field bcking into sync with the 
neurons inside her head, drawing out the lulling 
endorphins.... 

"Knock it ofil^" she growled. She shook her head, 
snapping herself Ifee of the droids' influence. "I don't 
need that, either. Not now." Neelah drew one hand back 
in a small but eflective fist. "If 1 have to whack you a^in, 
Iwil" 

Like extinguishing a torch, the field abruptly cut out. "As 
you wish," said SHSl-B. "We're onfy trying to help." 

'You can do that by telling me where he is." The wound 
across her lace stung once more, but she ignored it. 

"Who?" 


She nodded toward the security hatch 'The bounty 
hunter. The one whose hiding place this is." 

"Den^?" One of SHSl-B's metallic hands pointed 
toward the warren opening behind her. "He's back at 



jaooa s pajace. 


"Supplies," noted le-XE. "Various." 

'That's ri^." SHSl-B opened a small cargo pod bolted 
to the side of its body. "He sent us back here with what 
we required. As you see-antibiotics, metabolic 
accelerators, sterile ^1 dressings-" 

"Fine." Neelah interrupted the droid's inventory of its 
contents. 'But Dengpr-he's still back at the palace?" 
SHSl-B's head unit gpve a nod. 'He said he wanted to 
find one of Jabba's caches of oil-planet edibles. That 
mi^t take some time, thou^-the palace has been very 
badly looted by the Hurt's former enpbyees." 

"Mess." le-XE rotated the top dome of its cylinder back 
and forth "Disgust." 

There wasn't time to consider her decision "Open the 
hatch," said Neelah, pointing to the magneticalfy sealed 
disk, the coded digits still blinking in its readout panel '1 
want to go inside." 
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cau^ the look in Neelah's eyes. "All right, all right; I'm 
opening it." 

The tunnel on the other side of the hatch descended at 
close to a forty-live-degree angle. Heading down it, with 
the droids clunking behind her, Neelah felt a 
claustrophobic panic crawling along her spine. The 
darkness and the close, scarcely ventilated air felt like the 
tunnel throu^ which she'd crawled to escape from 
Jabba's palace. After what had happened to her poor 
friend Oola, any risk had seemed preferable to winding 
up as rancor food. 

Thou^ her own death had almost found her, before she 
had gotten away. The scything blade of a Gamorrean 
perimeter guard's pikestaff had slashed the raw-edged 
wound on her lace. She'd left the blade buried hallway 
throng the guard's throat; Jabba had always made the 
mistake of hiring thugs who were big^r than they were 
last. She'd only felt fear afterward, as she'd stepped over 
the widening pool of blood, then ran into the desert. 


In this dimly lit space, she was linalfy able to stand 



upri^ in a central chairber. "Where's the other one?" 
She glanced over her shoulder at the two medical droids 
as they emerged from the tunnel and clicked back into 
their normal positions. 'The one you're taking care of?" 

"Den^ told us-" SHSl-B's voice snapped silent. 

"Over here," it said grudgingly. The taller droid led 
Neelah past disor^nized stacks of weapons and 
amromition modules, mixed with the discarded 
wrappings of autothermal field-ration containers. "If s not 
really suitable-this patient should've been medevac'd to a 
hospital immediatety-but we've done the best we caa .. 


Neelah tuned out the droid's words. At the low, rounded 
entrance to the side charrber, she halted and peered 
inside. "Is he ... is he awake?" A dim glow filled the 
spaee; a black cable ran from a shielded worklight to a 
fuel-eell power ^nerator in the middle of the main 
chanter's clutter. "Can he see me?" 


"Not with what we gave him" SHSl-B stood just behind 



her. '1 prescribed a five-percent obfiviane sohiion irom 
le-XE's anesthetic stocks. On a constant basis, too; the 
patient's itguries are unusually severe. That was one of 
the reasons we had to go back to the palace, to try and 
find more. But if we didn't, the pain irom this kind of 
trauma could go into a feedback loop and completely 
bum out th e patient's central nervous system" She 
stepped into the charrber, ducking under the doorway. 
An improvised bed, pofyfoam stufled inside flexible 
Irei^ sheathing, left onfy a small space between the 
unconscious man and the medical droids' 

intravenous units and monitoring equipment. She 
squeezed past the humming machines, dials, and tiny 
screens ticking with slow pulses of li^ and stood 
looking down at someone whose lace she had never 
seen before. One of her hands reached to touch him, but 
stopped a few centimeters away from his brow. He 
looks worse than I do, thou^ Neelah. The man's flesh 
looked as raw as it had when she'd found him the flrst 
time, out in the desert; the skin that he had lost in the 
Sarlacc's di^stive tract was replaced now wilh a 
transpareitt merrbrane, linked to tubes trickling fluids 



from the wall of machines alongside the bed. "Whaf s 
this?" She touched the clear substance; it felt cold and 
slick. 

"Sterile nutrieiS: casing." SHSl-B reached out and made 
a sli^t adjustment to one of the equipment coiirols. "It's 
what we normally use on severe bum victims, when there 
has been major epidermal loss. When we were in the 
service of the late Jabba the ffutt, we saw and treated a 
lot of bums." 

"Explosions," said le-XE. 

"Just so." SHSl-B lifted part of its carapace in an 
approximation of a humanoid shrug. 'The kind of persons 
who worked Ibr Jabba-the router sort of his 

enployees-they were always blowing themselves up, one 
way or another." 

'Turnover. Hi^rate." 

'Thaf s true; there were always some we just couldn't put 
back together. But le-XE did get rather skilled at bum- 



treatment protoeols. this mdivicliiars somatic trauma, 
however, is a little difierent." SHSl-B scanned over the 
unconscious figure. 'No one, as lar as can be recalled 
Irom our memory banks, has ever survived even 
tenporary in^stion by a Sarkcc. So we're doing the 
best we can, with what we've got." 

Neelah glanced over at the medical droid. "Is he going to 
live?" 


"Hard to tell An exact prognosis for this patient is 
difficult to make, due to both the severity and the unusual 
nature of his injuries. It's not just the epider mal loss; le- 
XE and I have determined that there was also exposure 
to unknown toxins while he was in the Sarlacc's gut. 
We've attenpted to counteract the effects of those 
substances, but the results are uncertain If we had 
access to records of other such humanoid-Sarlacc 
encounters, the probability of his survival could be 
calculated. But we don't. Thou^ just on a personal 
basis"-SHSl-B's voice lowered, a sirrulation of 
confidentiality-'Tm surprised that this individual is still 
alive at all Something else nust be keeping him going. 
Snmpthincr tnsidn him " 



The droid's words puzzled her. "Like what?" 

"I don't know," replied SHSl-B. "Some things are not a 
matter of medical knowledge. Not the kind I have, at any 
rate." 

She looked back at the figure on the bed. Even like, this, 
with his mere human lace exposed and unconscious 
beneath the machines' care, his presence brought a 
chilling unease around her own heart. There's something, 
thou^t Neekh, between us. Some invisible connection, 
that she had cau^ the tiniest glimpse of back in Jabba's 
pakce. When she had boked up to the gallery and she 
had seen this man, unmistakable even when masked; 
seen him and felt the touch of fear. Not because of what 
she'd remenkered at that moment, but because of what 
she couldn't remerrber. If this man stood somewhere in 
her past, he stood in shadows, stretching back ferther 
and deeper than any mere rancor pit. 

"What about Den^?" Wilh another efibrt of will, 
Neekh brought herself back to the present. "Why's he 
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"I have no idea." SHSl-B's optic receptors gazed at her 
blankly. "He didn't tell us, when he came to the palace 
and found us. And frankfy, that's not a matter of concern 
to us." 

"Unimportance," said le-XE. 

"We're programmed to provide medical care. Alter 
Jabba the Hutt's death, we were just glad to be provided 
with an opportunity to do that." 

That left the other bounty hunter's agenda as a rt^^tery to 
her. She'd taken a chance when she left this one out on 
the desert sands, where Deng 3 r would find him She'd 
been horrified by the extent of his injuries; there would 
have been no way she could have taken care of the rawly 
bleeding man In Jabba's palace, she had seen enou^ to 
be aware of the enmity, the professional rivaiy and 
personal hatred, that existed among all bounty hunters- 
but then, this one would have been no more dead if 
Den^ had found him, then gone ahead and stood on his 
throat until he'd stopped moving. Instead, a certain 



strange sense of relief had stirred in her as she'd 
crouched behind an outcropping and had witnessed 
Den^ examining the injured maa That same 
inexplicable emotion had risen when she'd followed the 
medical droids to this hiding place and had found the man 
still alive.. 


There wasn't time to ponder what that meant. You've 
been here long enou^ she warned herself Whatever 
Den^s motives rri^ be for keeping his rival alive, he 
ni^t not be so charitably inclined toward her. Bounty 
hunters were secretive creatures; they had to be, in their 
trade. Den^ mi^ not be happy to find that someone 
else was aware of not only his hiding place, but what-and 
who-was inside it. 

'Tm going to leave now," Neelah told the droids. 

'You cany on with your work. This man irust stay alive- 
do you urxlerstand that?" 


"We'll do our best. That's what we were created for. 



"And-you're not to tell Den^ anything about me. About 
mf being here at all" 

"But he night ask," said SHSl-B. "Whether somebody 
had been here or not. We're progtammed to be truthful" 

"Let's put it this way." Neelah leaned her searred lace 
closer to the droid's optics. "If you tell Dengpr about me, 
I'll come back here and take you apart, and I'll seatter 
your pieces all across the Dune Sea. Both of you And 
then you won't be able to do your jobs, will you?" 

SHSl-B appeared to rruU over her statement for only a 
few seeonds. 'That certainly overrides the truthfulness 
programming" 

"Silence," interjected le-XE hastify. "Completeness." 

"Good." She glaneed around the charrber to see if she'd 
left any telltale sign of her visit. A^inst the base of the 
rou^surlaeed wall was something she hadn't spotted 
before. She stepped closer to it and saw that it was a pile 
of rags, the tattered shreds that she'd found still clinging. 



wet with the Sarlace's di^stive fluids, to the injured 
man's torso. On top of the pile was another object, not 
ra^ but metal, etched by its time in the beast's gut, but 
still recogpizable. Neekh leaned down and picked up the 
helmet with its unmistakabfy narrow, T-shaped visor. 

That was what she had seen beibre. In Jabba's pakce- 
the helmet's mask was a cmel, impkcable face in itselfj 
the gaze hidden inside as sharp as any cutting bkde. 
Neekh grasped the helmet in both hands, holding it 
beibre her, like a skull or part of a dead machine. Even 
empty, it looked back at her in silence-and she was 
afraid. 

Boba Fett... 

The name sounded in her thou^its, though not spoken by 
her. That was what he'd been called. She knew that 
mich; she'd heard the name whispered, by those who'd 
both hated and dreaded trim 

'You'd better go now." The medical droid's voice broke 
into her thou^its. "It won't be long beibre Dengar 
returns." 



Her hands trerrbled as she set the helmet back down on 
the pile of rags. At the charrber's entrance, she stopped 
and looked back at the figure on the bed. A thread of 
something almost like pily crept into the knot of fear 
inside her. 

She turned and hurried away, toward the slanting tunnel 
that would lead her to the more comforting darkness 
outside. 

There had been voices. He'd heard them, ifom some 
where on the other side of a blind sea. 

He supposed, in a still-fimctioning area of his brain, that 
that was part of dying In a cortical nexus lying under the 
wei^ of pain and blurry not-pain, the remains of his 
mind and spirit picked over the few scraps of sensory 
data that inpinged upon the living corpse that his body 
had become. They were like messages from another 
world, fiustratingly incomplete and nysterious. Of all the 
voices he'd heard, only one had been a woman's. Not 
the same one as before, which he could remerrber being 
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desert, vomited up by the Sarlaec, when he had heard 
that one. 

But that had been the past; now he heard another 
woman's voiee. That was the one that tormented him, 
that made the sleep of his dying a place where memories 
rose out of the darkness. 

His eyelids had fluttered open, or had tried to; they were 
mired in some pliable substance clinging tidily to his 
lace. As weak as he was, the stulf bound him as tidily 
as Han Solo had been in the bbck of carbonite he'd 
delivered to Jabba the Hutt. But he'd managed to raise 
his eyelids just enou^ a fiaction of a centimeter, that 
he'd been able to catch an unfocused glimpse of the 
female. She had been there in Jabba's palace, a simple 
dancing girl-but he knew she was something more than 
that. Much more. Jabba had called her 

. . . Neelah. That w as it; he could rementier that rruch. 
But that wasn't her real name. Her real name . . . 
Fragpients of memory touched, then drifted apart, as the 
effort of vision took him back beneath the lightless weight 



pressing upon him 

There, he dreamed without sleeping, died yet still lived. 
And remembered. 

4 

.. .AND THEN 

JUST AFTER THE EVENTS OE 

star wars A new hope 

"Stiek with me," Bossk told the new Guild member. 

"And m show you how it's done." 

He could feel the other's rising anger, like the radiation 
from a reactor-core meltdown That was exactly the 
response he wanted, that his comments were designed to 
evoke. There wasn't the tiniest segpient of a standard 
time cycle that Bossk wasn't angry to some degree. He 
even slept angry, the way all Trandoshans did, dreaming 



ot meir razor iang 3 locKea on me mroats or meir reptman 
species' ancient enemies. Ra^ and blood lust were good 
thin^ in the Trandoshan galaj^-view. That was how 
thin^ got done. 

'You needn't act wise and superior with me." The close- 
range audio unit built into Zuckuss's breathing apparatus 
had enou^ bandwidth to let his irritation sound throu^ 
'Tve collected nearly as many bounties as you have. 
Your lamily coimections are the only reason for your 
rank in the Guild." 

Bossk displayed an ugly lipless smile toward the partner 
he'd been assigped. The ur^ to reach over and pull the 
other's head ofl^ air hoses and comlink wires dangling 
like the tendrils of swanp weed surrounding the birth pits 
back on Trandosha, was almost irresistible. Maybe later, 
Bossk told himsefo when this job's over. He pointed a 
talon down the corridor in front of them Both he and 
Zuckuss had their spines flat a^inst the wall of a side 
passa^; from behind sealed doors some twenty meters 
away, the brittle roisic of a jizz-wailer band sounded, 
mixed with the hi^-pitched babble of the casino's 
custoiTErs blowhiu their credits on rows of rieeed iubilee 



wheels. Gantling held no attraction for Bossk; he 
preferred surer things. Another sentient creature's death 
was the best, especially if there was profit involved. 
Sometimes, thou^as with this job-the quarry had to be 
taken alive, if there was going to be any payoff That 
complicated tiling. 

'The thermal charts are already in place." The point of 
Bossk's claw indicated a pair of tiny bumps on the doors 
of the casino's main accounting office. A chameleonoid 
visual sheath on the charts' casings prevented the 
security optics Irom detecting them "When I blow them, 
I want you strai^ throng those doors. Don't bother 
scanning for guards, just dive in-" 

"Why me?" Zuckuss turned his large-eyed ^ze toward 
him "Why don't you do that bit?" 

"Because," said Bossk, grating out an unconvincing show 
of patience, 'Til be covering you from behind." He held 
up his blaster rifle, its stock and grip controls modified 
for his talons, large even by Trandoshan standards. 'Til 
draw off any Are while you're securing the counting room 




It's a stanaara two-prong attacJc, straignt out ot ttie UuUO 
manual for this kind of situatioa" 

"Oh." Leaning his head out from the passa^, Zuckuss 
studied the doors. 'That makes sense ... I suppose... 


Idiot, thou^ Bossk. The actual reason was that the first 
one into the room was more likely to ^t sliced into 
bleeding pieces by the guards' tight-focus lasers. Better 
you than me-especialfy since his partner's death would 
mean he'd ^t to keep all of the bounty for himsellj or at 
least the part that was left after the Guild took its share. 

"Let's go." He shoved Zuckuss out ahead of himself^ at 
the same time as he hit the trig^r device mounted on the 
sleeve of his stalking ^ar. The taint sounds of music and 
frenetic pleasure were drowned out by the bassheavy 
rurrble of the thermal charges ripping open the sealed 
doors. 

Bossk planted himself in the middle of the corridor, 
clawed feet spread wide, blaster rifle raised to his 



sJilpupiled eye. One talon squeezed onto the rifle's trig^r 
stud in anticipation; the eold heart in his chest sped up 
with excitement as he peered throu^ the coiling smoke.. 


No fire eame irom beyond the ripped, heat-distorted 
metal 

"Zuckuss!" He shouted into the comlink mike mounted 
near the leathery seales of his throat. "What's going on?" 

A moment passed before the other bounty hunter's reply 
came. "Well," said Zuckuss's voiee, "the good news is 
that we don't have to worry about the guards. . . ." 
Bossk charged down the corridor, rifle clutched in both 
sets of talons, and into the easino's accounting room Or 
what was left of it the smoke Irom the thermal charts' 
explosion had lifted enou^ that the scattered taliputer 
and vidlink terminals could be seen Abng with the 
bodies of a haft-dozen casino guards-each one had had a 
laser hole drilled throu^ the chest plate of his uniform 
with impressive aecuracy. And speed, Bossk managed to 
note. None of the guards had even mana^d to get his 



weapon unshing and up into firing position; whoever had 
taken them out had done so in a matter of see onds. 

"Look," said Zuckuss. He bent down and touched the 
hole in one guard's chest plate. 'Tm getting a thermal 
reading here. The plastoid hasn't cooled-they were all 
lasered while we were still standing out in the corridor!" 
The bounty hunter stood and pointed to the roorris lar 
waL A jagged hole, big enor^ for Bossk himself to 
have walked throng without stooping, revealed the 
stacked cylinders of the power converters behind the 
main casino building "Somebody beat us to it-" 

'Thafs inpossible," snapped Bossk. 'That wall's 
monocrystal-chained; we'd have heard any blast 
powerful enou^ to get throu^ it. Unless ..." A sudden 
suspicion hit him; he glanced over his shoulder to the 
opposite waL A sonic dis-sipator, the dials on its silvery 
ovoid suriace trenfoling at the overbad point, hrmg 
overhead by its automatically extruded gripfeet. The 
indicators sbwfy backed away Ifom their red zones as 
the impact of the wall-breaching explosion was 
converted into a harmless sibilant whisper. 



The rage inside Bossk leaped up, as though it could blow 
out another hole, even big^r and hotter. That erossbred 
spawn of a ... The curse died between his gritting lan^. 
There was only one bounty hunter who used that kind of 
sophisticated-and expensive-equipment. Either it had 
been snuggled into the counting room somehow, or- 
more likely-an access hole just big enou^ Ibr the device 
had been drilled throng the wall, followed by the 
explosive ehar^ itself when the dissipator had been 
activated to soak up the noise. There was no point in 
looking around ibr the quarry for whom he and Zuckuss 
had come here. Bossk gripped the edge of the hole tom 
in the casino's exterior and scanned the planefs 
pockmarked horizon In the distance, the infuriatingly 
familiar shape of a hi^-speed interstellar craft lifted into 
the deepening violet of the sky. The ship's engines trailed 
lire as it headed oflworld. 

"Come on!" Bossk grabbed Zuckuss by one arm and 
pulled him toward the gap in the walL Shrieking alarms 
sounded from the corridor, trig^red by the charges that 
had taken out the doors; it would only be a few seconds 
more before suards from other sections of the casino sot 



here. He skmg his rifle behind his shoulder and prepared 
to jump. 

"But-" Zuckuss drew back. "But we rrust be ten meters 
up! At least!" 

"So?" He growled at his partner. "Can you think of a 
quicker way out of here?" 

A few seconds later he and Zuckuss were scrarrbling to 
their feet. The urge to rairder filled Bossk again as 
Zuckuss groaned inpaia 

"1 think 1 broke something...." 

'As laser shots Irom the casino guards above sizzled the 
ground, melting the pknefs silicate-heavy ground into 
patches of glass, he started running, aware that Zuckuss 
was ri^ behind him 

They caught up with their adversary out beyond the 
planef s atmosphere. 

Bossk jammed the point of his talon down on the comm 



button as Zuckuss, beside him in the navigator's seat of 
the Hound's Tooth, fussed with a broken connector to 
one of his air hoses. "Shut off your engines," he barked 
into the link. There was no need for formalities; in this 
remote zone of the starways, no other ship was within 
hailing ran^. 'You have merchandise onboard that 
belongs to us. Specifically, one sentient individual by the 
designation of Nil Posondum, formerly enployed by the 
Trans-Galactic Gaming Enterprises Corporation-" 

'Your property?" A cold, uninflected voice sounded from 
the speaker mounted above the Hound's controls. "And 
why would this said individual-if he were aboard rry 
ship-why would he belong to you?" 

"Maybe," whispered Zuckuss, "we shouldn't get this 
barve angry. He can be a tou^ customer." 

"Shut up." Bossk pressed the comm button ag^in "By 
authority of the Bounty Hunters Guild. That's what makes 
him ours. Hand him over now, and you won't get into 
trouble." 


"That's verv amusinn." No emotion, amused or 



otherwise, was discernible in the other's words. 'But you 
seem to be laboring under a severe misapprehension." 

'Yeah?" Bossk glared at the Hound's forward viewport. 
The other ship showed no sigp of eutting its speed. 
"What ami mistaken about?" 

'Tm not restrieted by the authority of your socalled 
Bounty Hunters Guild. 1 answer to a hi^er law." 

"Which is?" 


"Mine." The temperature of the scattered atoms between 
the shps couldn't have been cbser to absolute zero. 
"Speeilically, whaf s nine 1 keep. Until 1 get paid for it." 

Bossk's words grated through his langs. "Look, you 
conniving, diseased gnathgrg-" 

The eomm indieator blinked oflj the connection broken 
by the other ship. 

'There he goes." Zuckuss ^zed up at the viewport. The 
flaring trails from the engines of the Slave 1, the transport 



of the galaxy's most ruthlessly efficient bounty hunter, 
blurred and disappeared into hyper-space. Cold and 
mocking stars filled the sector where it had been 

Bossk's slit pupils narrowed as he glared at empty space. 
The other ship, and its pilot and his captured prize, mi^ 
be gone-but the seething fury in Bossk's scaled breast 
wasn't. 

The figure in the ca^ cowered back from the bars as 
Boba Fett approached. 

'There's no need Ibr that." The Slave I's minimal ^lley 
had ejected a tray of some nondescript edible substance, 
a lumpish gray gel that was unappetizing but adequate for 
a standard humanoid life-form Fett placed the tray on 
the metal-grated flooring and pushed it throu^ an 
opening in the cage with the toe of his boot. 

'Tm not being paid to hurt yon Therefore you won't be 
hurt." 

"And if you were being paid to do that?" The former 
head accountant for the Trans-Gakctic Ganina 



Enterprises Corporation g 3 zed sulkify from the holding 
pen, the onty one presently oceupied aboard the Slave I. 
"What then?" 

'You'd be in a world of paia" Boba Fett pointed to the 
tray, a little of its glistening contents had sbpped onto the 
peris floor. "As merchandise, you are more valuable alive 
than dead. In feet, you would be worthless to me as a 
corpse. To deliver you unharmed-relatively so-is the 
primary requirement Ibr collecting the bounty that was 
posted on you If you try starving yourseU^ you will be 
force-fed. fmnot known for being ^ntle about that sort 
of thing If you were to be so foolish as to try to injure 
yourself in any other manner, you'll find yourself in 
restraints considerably less comfortable than your present 
situation." 

The accountant named Nil Posondum looked around the 
bare cage. A thin pale hand gripped one of the bars. 'Td 
hardly call this comfortable." 

"It can get worse." The shoulders of Boba Fett's armored 
corrbat gear lifted in a shrug "My ship is built for speed, 
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noi luxury accommouauons. ne u leii me aiuve i s 
controls set on autopilot; a small datapad clipped to his 
forearm monitored the crafl's 

uninterrupted course throu^ hyperspace. 'You should 
take what pleasure you can from your time here. Thin^ 
won't be any better for you where you're going." In iact, 
Boba Fett knew they would be rruch worse for the 
accountant. Posondum had made the grievous error of 
shilling allegiances, changing jobs in an industry where 
loyalty was prized-and disbyalty punished. Worse, the 
accountant had been keeping the financial records for a 
chain of illicit skefla dens in the Outer Rim Territories that 
were controlled by a Huttese syndicate. Hutts tended to 
view their employees as possessions-one of the reasons 
that Boba Fett had always kept a freelancer's 
independent relationship with his frequent client Jabba. 
The accountant Posondum hadn't been so smart; he'd 
been even stupider when he'd gone over to his former 
employers' 

competition with a cortical data-splint baded with the 
Hutts' odds-rigging systems and gray-market transfer 
shuffles. Hutts were even more secretive than possessive; 



Boba Fett had sometimes wondered if they grew so huge 
by greedily ingesting everything that came into reach of 
their little hands and huge mouths, and letting nothing go. 
Not even one frightened accountant with a 
conputerenhanced brain full of numbers. 

"Why don't you just kill me now?" Posondum hunkered 
on the floor of the ca^, his back against its bars. He'd 
tasted the tray and pushed it away in disgust. 'You'd do 
a quicker job of it than the Hutts 

wfll" 

"Likefy so." He felt no pity fer the man, who'd brought 
his troubles upon himself You hang out with Hutts, he 
though you'd better be careful not to ^t rolled over om 
"But as I said. I do what 1 get paid ibr. No more, no 
less." 

'You'd do anything for credits, wouldn't you?" Boba Fett 
could see his own reflection, doubled in the small nimors 
of the accountant's resentfully burning eyes. The ima^ he 
saw was of a full helmet, battered and discolored, yet 
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narrow, T-shaped visor. His contiat gear bristled with 
armaments, from shin to wrist; the tapered nose of a 
direetional rocket protruded from behind one shoulder. 
A walking arsenal, a humanoid figure built out of 
machines. The lethal kind. 

The reflected ima^ nodded slowfy. 'Thafs ri^" said 
Boba Fett. "1 do the things f m good at, and tor which I 
get paid the best." He glanced down at the data readout. 
"Its nothing personal" 

'Then we could make a deal" Posondum looked up 
hopefully at his captor. ''Couldn't we?" "What kind of 
deal?" "What do you think?" The accountant stood up I 
and gripped the bars nearest to Fett. 'You like ^tting 
paid-1 know the kind of outrageous fees you charge for 
your services-and I like remaining alive, fmprobabty as 
fond of that as you are of credits." Boba Fett let his 
masked ^ze rest upon the other's sweating lace. 'You 
should have considered how precious your life is to you 
before you incurred the wrath ofthe Hutts. ft's a little late 
for regrets now. 



'But it's not too late ibr you to make some eredits. More 
credits than the Hurts can pay you." Posondum pressed 
his face into the bars, as thou^ he could somehow 
squeeze out between themthrou^ the sheer force of his 
desperation 'You let me go and I'll make it worth your 
while." 

'T doubt it," said Fert coldly. 'The Hurts pay excellent 
bounties. That's why I like taking on their jobs." 

"And why do you think they want to ^t me back so 
badty?" Posondurris knuckles turned white and bloodless 
as his lists tightened. "Just for the old led^rs I've got 
stowed away inside rry head? Or just so the competition 
won't find out a few Me trade secrets?" 

"It's not rry business as to why mf clients desire certain 
thin^. Thin^ such as yourself" A small in dicator light 
pulsed on his wrist-mounted data readout; he'd have to 
return to the Slave I's controls soon 'Tm just pleased 
that they do want them And that they'll pay." 

"Just like I wil" Posondum lowered his voice, though 
there was no one to overhear. "I took more than 



information when I left the Hutts. I took credits-a lot of 
'em" 

'That was foolish of you." Fett knew how ti^ the 
Huttese were with credits; it was a characteristic of their 
species. There had been times when he'd needed to take 
extreme measures to ^t paid for the completion of a job, 
even when the terms had been agreed upon beforehand. 
So to steal from a Flutt, and to think that one could get 
away with it, was the height of idiocy. 

"Maybe so-but there was so rmch of it. And I thou^ I 
could ^t away, that I could hide. And ny new bosses 
would protect me...." 

'They did the best they could." Boba Fett shrug^d. 

"It just wasn't good enou^ It never is, when I'm 
involved." 

"Look, I'll give you the credits. All of them" Posondum 
trerrbled with the fervor of his plea. 'Every credit I stole 
from the Hurts-it's all yours. Just let me go." 



"And just where are these credits?" Posondum drew 
back from the ca^'s bars. 

'They're hidden." 

"I could very easily find out the bcation" Fett kept his 
voice as level and emotionless as beibre. "The extracting 
of useful information is a specialty of nine." 

"If s memory-encrypted," said the accountant. I 

"Below the conscious level And with a trauma sen-sor 
inplanted." He pointed to a small scar just above his left 
ear. 'You try to dig the inlb out of me, if U trip and wipe 
the cortical segment clean Then nobody will ever find 
where I put the credits." 

'There's ways around those ttin^." Boba Fett had seen 
them beibre. "Bypasses and shunts-theyre not pleasant. 
But they work." He supposed the Hurts were already 
preparing a deep neurosurgical dissection room for 
Posondum upon his return "It doesn't matter to me, 
thou^ Since I'm not making a deal with you, anyway." 



'But why not?" The accountant had reached one of his 
skinny arms throng the bars, trying to grab hold of Boba 
Fett's sleeve. "It's a fortune-it's more than the Flutts have 
oflered you-" 

"It very well night be." He had stepped away from the 
ca^, back to the unadorned and functional metal treads 
that would return him to the Slave I's cockpit. 'You might 
be as good a thief as you are a nurrber cruncher. And if 
you're going to steal even one credit from a Hutt, you 
mi^t as well steal a billioa The consequences are the 
same. But even if you do have that kind of credits hidden 
away, I'm not interested in them Or not interested 
enou^ I have my reputation to think of" 

'Your ..." Posondum ^ped at him in amazement and 
dismay. 'Your what?" 

'The Hutts and all rry other clients-they pay me the kind 
of bounties they do because of one thing I deliver. Once 
I've caught my prey, nothing stops me from bringing it in 
Nothing If I take on a job, I complete it. And everyone 
in the gala?^ knows that." 



"But... but I've heard of other bounty hunters ... who'll 
cut a deal..." 

"Other bounty hunters may conduct their business as they 
please." Fett barely managed to keep from his voice the 
contempt with which he held the so-called Bounty 
Hunters Guild's merrbers. That kind of shortsi^ed 
greed was one of the reasons he had no desire to 
associate himself with the Guild. 'They have their 
standards . . . and I have nine." One of his gloved hands 
grasped the ladder's side rail; he looked back over his 
shoulder at the ca^. "And I've got the merchandise, and 
they don't. There's a connection" 

Posondum's knees visibty weakened, his hands sliding 
down the bars as he sank limply toward the ca^'s floor. 
Whatever glint of hope had been in his lace was now 
extinguished. 

"I sug^st you go ahead and eat." Boba Fett nodded his 
helmet toward the tray and its con^aled contents. 

'You'll need to keep up your strength" He didn't wait for 
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and back toward its waiting controls. 5 

"Here he comes." Lookout had spotted the approaehing 
ship. That was its job. "I can see him" 

"Of course you ean," said Kud'ar Mub'at. 'That's a good 
node." With the tip of one mulhjointed, chitinous leg, the 
assembler stroked the Me semicreature's head. The 
exterior-observation node was one of the more 
sinpleminded subassem-blies scurrying about the web. 
Kud'ar Mub'at had let just about enou^ eerebral tissue 
develop inside so that it could focus its immense 
li^tgathering lens on the surrounding stars and anything 
that moved among them 'Tell Calculator just what you 
saw." The necessary data zapped along the web's 
tangled neurons. Another subassembly, with useless 
vestigial legs and a sofify Ifagile shell encasing its specific- 
function cortex, nulled over what it had reeeived, 
eonverting raw visuals to useful nurrbers. 'Thyip thyoud 
arrive ..." Calculator's tiny lisping mouth moved beneath 
the wobbling lump of neural matter. "In leth thyan thuh- 
ree thtandard time part-th." 



"I know who it is!" Identifier scrantled up onto Kud'ar 
Mub'at's shoulder-if arachnoids could be said to have 
shoulders-and excitedly chattered into its earhole. The 
little database subassembly had listened in to what 
Lookout had told Cafculator. 'T know, I know! It's the 
Slave I! Positive identification made-" 

"Of course it is." With another leg, Kud'ar Mub'at 
plucked Identifier from its body-the childlike 
subasserrblies would swarm all over it, if it let them-and 
set the node down on one of the web's structural strands. 

"Nowjust settle down. Me one." 

"Boba Fett must be aboard!" Identifier, with its own 
miniature versions of its parent's stifi-spined le^, 
skittered back and forth on the taut silken fiber. "Boba 
Fett!" The subasserrbly had no particular liking for the 
bounty hunter; it just got excited over any visitors to the 
web. "It's Boba Fett's ship!" 

Kud'ar Mub'at sighed wearily, someplace deep inside his 
near-spherical abdomen His own mannerisms were slow 
and somewhat languid, or as nuch so as the latter term 



could be applied to a chitin-encased arachnoid. The 
constant chatter of Identifier '^rmoyed him on occasion. 
Perhaps, rrused Kud'ar Mub'at, I should reabsorb that 
node. And desigp and develop another one. A quieter 
one. But ri^ now the problem wasn't so rruch that of 
raw mateiials-Kud'ar Mub'at eould always extrude more 
subas serrbly fiber-as of time. Time lag, to be precise; 
even a node as relatively uncomplicated as that took 
hundreds of time units to devebp to an operational 
standard. With as rruch business as Kud'ar Mub'at was 
handling ri^t now, it couldn't aflbrd to be without a 
functioning identifier. Maybe later, thou^t the asserrbler 
as it hung suspended in a nexus of the web's thicker 
strands. When this business with Boba Fett is over. 
Kud'ar Mub'at figured that its credit accounts would be 
lat enou^ then, so that it could aflbrd to take a Me time 
ofiE It would have to talk to Balancesheet about that. 

"Go tell Docker and the Handler twins." Kud'ar Mub'at 
gave the little chore to Identifier, rather than just plugging 
back into the web's comnunication neurons. 'Tell them 
to ^t ready for company." 



The little subasserrbly jumped and scurried away, down 
the dark, fibrous corridors to the web's distant landing 
snare. That'll keep it out of ny leg hairs Ibr a while, 
thou^t Kud'ar Mub'at. It gently moved Lookout aside 
and applied one of its own compound eyes to the view 
hole, scanning the stars Ibr any visible indication of his 
enerry and business associate. 

He'd long ago decided that this was the worst part of the 
job. fd rather hang out with the Hutts, thought Boba 
Fett. And that was saying something Huttese palaces, 
like the one Jabba the Hutt kept on Tatooine, were 
sinkholes of gratuitous depravity. Every time he'd been in 
one, either delivering a captive or collecting a bounty in 
person, he'd M as though he had been slogging through 
a sewer filled with the flaxy's oiial and waste. The 
careless ease with which someone like Jabba could 
dispose of an underling-Boba Fett had heard of the pet 
rancor creature that Jabba kept beneath his palace, but 
hadn't yet seen it-akvays irritated him Why kill when 
there was no profit involved? A waste of time, credits, 
and flesh But even a Hurt's palace was more to Fert's 
liking than Kud'ar Mub'af s web. 



The tapering cylinder Ibated in the Slave I's viewport, 
gradually growing cbser. It didn't even look like a 
constructed artifact, as much as it reserrbled some 
accidental conglomeration of glue and wire, strung 
together with a Corellian scaven^ rat's idiot thrift. As 
Fett's ship approached, and Kud'ar Mub'at's web 
blotted out more of the stars in the viewport, various bits 
of machinery could be seen, sharper-ed^d than the 
clotted fibers in which they were errbedded. Boba Fett 
had been dealing with the arachnoid assenhler long 
enou^ to know that it couldn't resist a bargain, no matter 
what kind of worthless junk was involved; portions of the 
web were a rruseumof deftmct interstellar transports and 
other dead castofls. Even Jawas pursued their trade in 
junk and used droids as a way of turning a profit; Kud'ar 
Mub'at apparently just liked accumulating stufij 
incorporating it into the space-drifting home the 
assembler had spun out irom its own guts. 

Thou^ it wasn't all just junk, Boba Fett knew; that was 
merely what Kud'ar Mub'at let show on the surface of 
the web, perhaps as a matter of protective camoufiage. 
Not everyone had done as well in their encounters with 



the asseniler as he had; the few times that Fett had 
aetually gone into the web, he'd spotted some not 
inconsiderable treasures, bits and pieces that the less 
fortunate had been obliged to leave behind, to diseharge 
their debts to Kud'ar Mub'at. It would probabty be 
better to leave one's skin behind than try to cheat the 
spidery entity. 

Faint greenish limits showed in a rou^ circle, indicating 
the docking section of the web. One of Kud'ar Mub'afs 
subasserrblies-Signaler was what it was called, if Fett 
remembered comectty-was a phosphorescent herpetoid 
node, long enou^ to encirele one end of the web with its 
glowing, snakelce Ibrm Kud'ar Mub'at had let enough 
intelli^nee develop in the node so that it could blink out 
a sinple directional landing pattern for any ship making a 
rendezvous with the web. Another group of 
subasserrblies, arrayed just inside the pulsing cirele, were 
devoid of even that much brainpower; they could sense 
the proximity of a spacecraft and, like the ten tacles of a 
Threndrian snareflower, grab hold and bring it in tight and 
seeure to the web's entry port. Boba Fett loathed the 
idiot appendages, with their flexing vacuumresistant 



scales like rust-pitted armor plate. He'd told Kud'ar 
Mub'at before, that if he ever found any scraps from the 
tentacles still clinging to the Slave I after he'd left the 
web, he'd turn around and pluck the nodes one by one 
from the web with a short-range tractor beam That'd be 
a painful process for Kud'ar Mub'at; every piece of the 
living web was connected to the assenirler by a skein of 
neurofibers. 

He cut the Slave fs approach engines, leaving the craft 
with enou^ momentum to keep it on a sbw and steady 
course toward the web's dock. Inside the ring of light, 
the tips of the grappling nodes had already begun to ease 
into position as the subasserrblies woke from their 
dreaming half sleep. 

"Ah, rry dear Fett." A hi^-pitched voice greeted him as 
he clarrbered down from the docking port into the 
narrow confines of the web's interior. 'How trufy a 
deli^ it is to see you once more. After how horribly 
such a long time it has been-" 

"Stow it." Boba Fett boked up and saw by the top of his 
helmet one of Kud'ar Mub'at's mobile vocal annendases. 



a subasserrbly that was Me more than a rudimentary 
mouth tethered by a glistening eord. This one must have 
been just recent^ extruded by the asserrbler, the neural 
silk was still white and unmarked by the web's centuries 
of accurrulated filth. 'Tm here Ibr business, not 
conversation." 

The little voiee box scurried along the tunnel's fibrous 
ceiling, a pair of tiny claws reeling in its con necting line 
as it kept paee with Fett. "Ah , that is truly indeed the 
bounty hunter of rry long acquaintanee, so bold and vivid 
he is in ny remerrbering! How sadfy long I have been 
without the pleasure of your succinct and charming wit." 

Fett made no repfy as he clarrbered throu^ the tunnel, 
its interwoven tissues yielding beneath the weight of his 
boots. Wherever his thick gloves grabbed hold, ripples 
of firing synapses sparked in lading concentric circles, as 
thou^ Irom a stone dropped in an ocean filled with 
phosphorescent plankton. A few light nodes, the smaller 
brethren of Sigpaler on the web's exterior, glowed belbre 
him and dropped back into darkness after he had passed 
by. Fett supposed that when Kud'ar Mub'at had no 




visitor, the web remained unlit. The assentiler required 
no li^ to move around inside an artilact constructed of 
its own spun-out cortex. 

'There you are in your entirety!" The same voice, like 
sheet metal being tom in hali^ sounded from in front of 
Boba Fett as he ducked beneath a rid^ of hardened 
silk. "I knew you'd return, crowned with the eminence of 
success." The words were louder, coming from Kud'ar 
Mub'at's own mouth rather than the Me voicebox node. 
"And of undeniable punctuality you are as well, indeed." 

Boba Fett stepped into the web's central chamber, a 
space large enou^ for him to stand upright in It was 
more than a matter of simile that it seemed to Fett as 
thou^ he had walked into the center of the assenblefs 
brain That was the reality of Kud'ar Mub'at's nest and 
body, an interconnected unity, one and the same thing. It 
lives inside its armor, thought Fett, as I live inside nine. 

"I returned here when I said I would." Fett turned his 
masked gaze upon the assembler. "It was a simple 
enoughjob." 



"Ah, for one of your exceedingly multifarious talents, yes, 
I imagine it was." Kud'ar Mub'afs compound eyes 
focused on his visitor. One of its jointed, spikehaired 
foreleg inscribed a graceful acknowledging gesture in the 
charrber's thick air. "No complications, I take it?" 

'The usual" He folded his arms across the front of his 
battle-gear. 'There were a couple of other bounty 
hunters who were hoping to nab him before I did." 

"Ooh." The eyes, like dark black cabochons, glittered 
with anticipation "And you took care of them?" 

"1 didn't have to." Fett knew how rruch the asserrbler 
enjoyed war stories, the more violence-filled the better. 
He didn't feel like indulging the arachnoid creature's taste. 
'They were just the usual feckless types that the Bounty 
Hunters Guild sends out. It's easier to walk around a pile 
of nerf dung than step ri^ into it." 

'How very droll! You anuse me greatly!" Kud'ar Mub'at 
reached up to the chanfoer's ceiling with several of its 
hind legs, lifting itself up from where it had been resting its 
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that I am privilege! to hear your scintillating repartee." 
The bed node wheezed as it reinflated its cushiony 
pneumatic bladders. Kud'ar Mub'at worked his way 
across the charrber's ceiling, finally dangling its 
mandibled lace directly in front of the bounty hunter. 
"Have we not more than a mere business relationship, rry 
dear Fett? Please say yes. Say that we are friends, you 
and I." 

'Friends," said Boba Fett coldly, "are a liability in mf 
trade." He drew the visor of his helmet back from the 
assembler's glittering eyes and V-shaped smile. 'Tmnot 
here to arruse you Pay me the bounty you're holding in 
escrow, fll hand the merchandise over to you, and fll 
go." 

"Until the next time." Kud'ar Mub'at turned its head, 
regarding him with another set of gemlike eyes. "Which 
caimot be anytime too soon, for rry preference." Maybe 
it's this part of the job, Boba Fett thou^t to himsellj 
thaf s the worst. Tracking someone down, pursuing him 
the width of the galaxy, capturing transporting killing 
anyone who had to be killed in order to get the job 



done-those thin^ were all cold pleasures, to be savored 
as tests and confirmations of his own skills. Dealing with 
any of the clients, whether it was a matter of direct 
negotiation such as with the Empire's Lord Vader or a 
sleaze mountain such as Jabba the Hutt, or a third-party 
negotiation with a middle entity such as Kud'ar Mub'at, 
was more repellent than satisljing. It always turned out to 
be the same thing, every time. They never want to pay 
up, brooded Fett. They always want the merchandise; 
they just never want to pan with their credits in exchange. 
With Hutts, it was always an emotional issue, at least at 
the start. Their megalomaniacal rages at any perceived 
sigp of disloyalty led them to post huge, eye-popping 
bounties; later, when they had simmered down a bit, the 
Hutts' natural cold-blooded greed kicked in and they 
tried to take the prices dowa The merrbers of the so- 
called Bounty Hunters Guild would accept a fiaction of 
an original bounty, sometimes as low as ten percent. That 
was one of the reasons that Boba Fett despised them he 
had never taken a credit less than the agreed-upon sum, 
and had no intention of starting 

"1 have other business to take care olj" said Boba Fett. 



itot was true, me ^Jaxy was wide, witti lots ot aarJc 
nooks and crannies, remote worlds and even entire 
planetary systems that could serve as hiding places. And 
there were always those entities with reasons to hide, 
either to save their epidermis from Enperor Palpatine's 
coruscating wrath or to clutch in their sweating hands the 
meager piles of credits they had managed to pry out of 
Jabba's coflers. Even with as rruch "business" as Boba 
Fett handled, there were still plenty of scraps left Ibr the 
Guild to dole out to its members, the small stulf that he 
couldn't be bothered with But the longer that Kud'ar 
Mub'at needlessly detained him here, cackling and 
wheezing at him inside the tangled corridors of its own 
expanded brain, the greater the chance that some hustling 
Guild member would be able to snatch some prize 
bounty away from him That notion would have infuriated 
Fett, if any such word of passion could have been 
applied to the coldfy unfeeling logic that dictated his 
actions. As it was, he let his masked gaze rest upon 
Kud'ar Mub'afs insectile lace like the sharp point of a 
bladed weapon 

'Pay me, and I won't detain you from your own . . . 

Kiicmr^oc 



L/UOUIVOO. 


Everyone in the galaxy knew what Kud'ar Mub'at's 
business was. There was no other entity among the stars 
quite like the notorious asserrbler. If there were other 
members of its species on some distant planet, covered 
with skeins and nets of their extruded neural silk, that 
world hadn't been discovered yet. Perhaps Kud'ar 
Mub'at was the only existing asserrbler; Fett had heard 
rumors, dating back to a time before he'd become the 
galaxy's most-feared bounty hunter, of Kud'ar Mub'at's 
predecessor, another asserrbler of whom Kud'ar Mub'at 
itself had been a node, a seni-independent creature like 
the ones that scuttled around this web, dragging their 
neuroliber tethers behind them That parent asserrbler 
had made the mistake of letting one of its ofispring 
become a Me too developed and independent, and had 
paid the price death and in^stion by the web's new 
owner, the usurper Kud'ar Mub'at. The asserrbler is 
dead, thought Boba Fett with distaste, bng live the 
asserrbler. Even Hutts, with their monstrous appetites 
and vicious iamily rivalries, drew the line at actually eating 
one of their own clan that they myit have beaten out for 
control of some typically shady enterprise. 



With the web, drifting throng interstellar space, and its 
contents had come the assembler's business. Some entity 
had to act as the universe's go-between and 
intermediary, especialfy among all the worlds' criminal 
elements and those who did business with criminals. If 
there had ever been a time when there had been honor 
among thieves, it was long over in this gakj^. Boba Fett 
had never cheated any of his clients, thou^ he had been 
forced to kill quite a few. If everybody had held to his 
standards of business morality, there wouldn't have been 
any need Ibr an operator like Kud'ar Mub'at. As it was, 
the asserrbler took a justifiable percenta^ Ibr the 
services he provided, the setting up of deals between 
roirderously inclined entities, the holding in escrow of 
bounty payments, the transfer of captives to those who 
had put up the credits Ibr them The Bounty Hunters 
Guild worked almost all their jobs throu^ Kud'ar 
Mub'at; Boba Fett used the assentiler when that was the 
client's preference and the percentage was raked off 
from the other side and not his owa 

'But rry highly esteemed Fett-" As Kud'ar Mub'at 



dangled from the web's ceilmg, it rubbed its tmiest and 
most agile fbreliniis toother. "It is not entirely a matter 
of such highly eq'oyable soeiafeation that causes me to 
desire the extending of your visit to rry abode. You 
speak of your own business, which you are natural^ in 
such a haste to attend to. Very well; let us speak of 
business together. You know me-" The assentiler’s 
compound eyes twinkled. 'Tm as deli^edly happy to 
talk about that as any other subject. And right now your 
business and nine once again coincide. Is that not a 
pleasing hap penstance?" 

Boba Fett studied the asserTblefs narrow lace, looking 
for any clue that would reveal the creature's true 
intentions, always hidden beneath its oily chatter. 

" What business are you talking about?" Usua%, any 
news of a bounly being posted was caught directly by tie 
Slave fs programmed comm scanners. "A private job?" 

"Ah, you are so astute." The assenfoler's foreliirbs made 
little scraping noises, like thin and cheap plastoid shells. 
"Little wonder that you are such a success in your chosen 
field of endeavor. Yes, my dear Fett, a verv private job 



indeed. 


That interested Fett. Of all the things that Kud'ar Mub'at 
eould have said, that caught his attention more than any 
other. Private jobs were the cream of the bounlyhunter 
trade. There were times when clients, for reasons of their 
own, wanted some fogitive entity caught and delivered 
with a maxirrum of discretion Posting a bounty ^laxy- 
wide eflectively eliminated any chance of maintaining 
secrecy, for the client to ^t what it wanted, 
arrangements would have to be made with one particular 
bounty hunter. More often than not, that would be Boba 
Fett himseU; over the decades he'd built up a reputation 
for confidentiality as well as eflectiveness. 

"Who's the client?" It wasn't essential for Boba Fett to 
know, thou^ it sometimes made the job easier. If it was 
all being arranged throng Kud'ar Mub'at, the client's 
desire for secrecy ni^ be absolute, without even the 
hunter knowing who was putting up the bounty. 

"Is it one of the Flutts?" 
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approximation of a smile agaia 'You and I have done so 
rmch business for Jabba and his brethren lately. Alter I 
turn over our little friend Posondum to them, I would not 
be greatfy surprised if they decided to ti^en their purse 
strings for a while. No, no; don't say a word-" The 
forelimbs waved about. 'You don't need to remind me 
that I can hardly deliver anything to anybody until you've 
been paid. Balancesheet!" The assenfoler's screech rang 
down the length of the web. 'Xjet in here! Immediately!" 
Kud'ar Mub'afs accountant node care£% picked its 
way abng the libers and entered the central chamber. Of 
all of the subassemblies, this was the one that Boba Fett 
had always found most to his liking-and not just because 
it was the one that actually handed over the bounties that 
its parent would be holding in escrow. The crablce 
Balancesheet, as Kud'ar Mub'at had named its extruded 
creation, had a laconic, no-nonsense approach to its 
duties that Fett found similar to his own Fie would be 
sorry-or as much so as he ever was-when Kud'ar 
Mub'at would determine that the Me accountant node 
had developed as rmch intelligence as could be allowed. 
Balancesheet, like other nodes before it, would be eaten 
bv its; narent before there was anv danoer nf 



independence and nutiny of the kind that had made 
Kud'ar Mub'at master of the asserrbler web. 

"Boba Fett, current account; balance due . . The 
accountant node maneuvered its pliable shell close to his 
shoulder, extending its eyestaks parallel to the chanher's 
floor as it made an ID sean of the bounty hunter's 
distinctive helmet. "Just a moment, please." 

'Take your time," said Fett. "Aecuracy is a virtue." 
Balancesheet said nothing, but a brief flicker in its gaze 
acknowledged that it and Boba Fett were kindred 
entities, in spirit if not species. 

'Previous balance zero." Balancesheet had finished its 
show of calculation "Due upon delivery of one 
humanoid, designation Nil Posondum, client being the 
Huttese business Iront Trans-Zone Development and 
Exploitation Consortium, the sum of twelve thousand five 
hundred credits." The accountant node swiveled its 
eyestaks toward its parent. 'Dur fee has already been 
paid by the Hutts. The entire bounty being held is now 
payable to Boba Fett." 



"But of course," crooned Kud'ar Mub'at so%. "Who 
would deny it?" 

The eyestalks turned back toward Fett. "And the 
individual Nil Posondum is in a living and desirable 
condition, certain nonessential itjuries excepted, as per 
standard bounty-hunting practice?" 

Boba Fett raised his wrist-mounted comm unit to the 
front of his helmet. A tiny red spark indicated that the link 
to Slave I's coekpit controls was unbroken. "Open 
inspection port Gamma Ei^." That port albwed visual 
access to the ca^s in his ship's cargo hold. 'Perimeter 
defenses on standby." 

A moment later Balancesheet looked over at its parent. 
"Designated merchandise appears to be in good 
condition" The announcement was more Ibr Boba Fetfs 
hearing than the assembler’s; the sensory data from the 
remote optical node had traveled down the neural 
network linking Kud'ar Mub'at with the accountant and 
all the other subasseirblies in the web. "Initiating 
transfer." That was the kind of thing that would ^t the 



little accountant eaten; it hadn't waited for Kud'ar 
Mub'at's order. Boba Fett supposed that the next time he 
came to the web, a newly extruded node would be 
maintaining Kud'ar Mub'at's intricate finances. 

"I most sincerely hope that you enjoy the well-earned 
possession of those credits." Kud'ar Mub'at watched as 
Fett tucked the amount-sealed credit packet into one of 
his gear's carrying pouches. Balancesheet had made the 
payment and picked its way over to another section of 
the charrber. '1 often wonder-" The asserrbler extended 
its smiling lace toward him "Just what is it that you do 
with all the credits you ^t paid? Granted, you have 
considerable expenditures, to keep going such a level of 
operation The equipment, the intelligence sources, all of 
those things. But you make so nuch more than that; I 
know you do." A few of Kud'ar Mub'at's eyes peered 
more closefy at him "But what do you spend it on?" One 
of Boba Fett's rare Hashes of an^r rose inside him 
'That's none of your business." Slave I had signaled that 
the captive had been removed from the cargo hold and 
into one of the web's dismal sub-chanbers; all ports had 
been resealed. The temptation to stalk out of this plaee. 



to back into bis ship and tear bimselt mto tbe cold, 
clean depths of space, was alniDst overwhelming. "Let's 
talk about the business that you and I do have with each 
other." 

"Ah, yes! Most certainty!" Kud'ar Mub'at flexed its main 
limbs, causing its segrnented torso to bob up and down in 
Iront of its visitor. "It's not realty the usual sort of thing 
you do; it's not a matter of tracking down someone and 
delivering them, all wrapped up in a neat little package. 
But you're so versatile-arerit you?-that I'm sure it's 
something you can handle with your characteristic 
dispatch." 

Fett's suspicions were always aroused when a job was 
described as being out of the ordinary. That usually 
meant that the danger to him would be greater, or that 
getting paid would be more difficult, or both Jabba the 
Hutt was always coming up with nurrbers like that, 
where Fett was expected to risk his life on some flaky 
errand. 

"I asked you before," he growled. "Who's the client?" 



'There isn't one." Kud'ar Mub'at seemed deli^ed to 
make that announcement. "Or at least, not in the usual 
sense. I'm not acting on behalf of a third party. This job 
would be for me." 

The suspicions hei^ened. Kud'ar Mub'at had always 
been the perfect intermediary, keeping his role 
scrupulously separate from his clients' interests. That go- 
between function was valued so hi^ily that even the most 
ruthless connivers such as Jabba had never tried to cheat 
the assembler. It was hard to imagine who could have 
incurred Kud'ar Mub'at's enmity, to the point of the 
assembler requiring Fett's lethal skills. 

At the same time, thou^-Boba Fett's calculations 
clicked over inside his helmeted skull-there was no doubt 
that Kud'ar Mub'at could pay for whatever it wanted. 
Fett wasn't in the habit of questioning his various 
enployers' 

desires-but just delivering them Not every job required a 
living piece of merchandise; leaving a dead body on the 
blood-soaked soil of a remote planet was also within his 
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"So just what is it that you want me to do for you?" 
Kud'ar Mub'at pointed one of its jointed fore-linfos 
toward him 'Tell me lirst-or tell me a^in-what you think 
ofthe Guild. You know; the Bounty Hunters Guild." 

"1 don't," said Fett. He gave a sli^ shrug. "It's not worth 
thinking about. If any of its merrbers were at all 
proficient, they wouldn't be in it. An organization like that 
is for the weak and harmless, who think that by 
corrbining their forces they ni^t become deadty. 
They're wrong." 

"Harsh words, rr^? dear Fett! Harsh words, indeed! 

There are some accomplished hunters in the Guild, with 
achievements nearfy equaling your owa The Guild has 
been headed for many years now by the Trandoshan 
Cradossk; he was a legend among the stars when you 
were first starting out." 

"So he was." Fett nodded once. "And now he is old and 
feeble, if still cunning. His ollspring Bossk was one of 



U 1 U 5 C wiiu g|UL 111 iiiy way da i waa uapiuiiiJg inu 

Posondum If the son were one tenth the bounty hunter 
that the iather had been, I might have some conpetition 
But he's not, and I don't. The Bounty Hunters Guild's 
glory days are long in the past." 

"Ah, ny dear Fett, I see that your opinions have not 
chan^d." Kud'ar Mub'at shook its dust-speckled head. 

'You wield them like something that you've taken from 
that arsenal you carry on your back. I'll have to make it 
very rmch worth your while; expensively thus, to entice 
you into accepting this little job of nine." Fett kept his 
helmet's featureless ^ze on the as serrbler. "Which is?" 

"It's really very simple." Kud'ar Mub'at clicked the points 
of his ibrelintis together. "I waii you to join the Bounty 
Hunters Guild." 

The asserrbler's compound eyes were not the only ones 
watching him Boba Fett could sense the tiny crablike 
accountant and all the rest of the web's interconnected 
nodes, their overlapping vision feeding into the central 
cortex of their master and parent. They were all 



watching-and waiting tor his answer. 


'You're ri^ about one thing," said Boba Fett. Kud'ar 
Mub'at's eyes glittered even more bri^ly. 

'Yes? What's that?" 

Flis suspicions hadn't gone away, if anything, they were 
even sharper and harder. The simple jobs, he said to 
himself Those are the ones you get killed on 

'This job ofyours..." 

'Yes?" The tethered subasseniilies crept eloser to 
Kud'ar Mub'at, as though the web itself were narrowing 
ti^er. 

Boba Fett ^ve a slow nod of his helmet. "It'll cost you" 
6 

From a small viewport entiedded in a wall of tangled 
libers, a slit-pupiled eye of deep violet hue watched the 
bri^t trail of an interstellar craft, dwindling among the 

AtsTirlr^-flimrr cfcitK; A KImVAri 



VVlV4.V~J-l.UlJg 01X410. 4~V IIA-JIIV^IIL JL41V1 UlV VllgUJV UUIV VJ1I1J1WV4 

out of si^ as the Slave I leaped into hyperspace and 
was gone. 

'Your Excellency-" One of Kud'ar Mub'at's household 
nodes hesitated, then skittered closer and tu^d at the 
hem of the ornate, heavy robes brushing the observation 
charrber's matted floor. 'Your presence is now desired 
by your host." 

Prince Xizor turned away from the viewport. His cold 
reptilian glance took in the treniiling subassem-bly. 
Perhaps, if he were to crush it beneath the sole of his 
boot, a shock of pain would flash along the web's 
neuroflbers, strai^ into Kud'ar Mub'at's chitinous skul 
It would be an experiment worth making; he had an 
interest in whatever mi^ produce fear inside any of the 
galaxy's inhabitants. Someday, Xizor told himself But not 
ri^t now. 'Tell your master," he said in a smooth, 
unthreatening voice, "that I'll be there direct^." When he 
entered the web's main chanter, he saw that Kud'ar 
Mub'at had settled its gbbular abdomen back into its 
padded nest. "Ah, rry highfy esteemed Xizor!" It used the 
same obsequious voice that he had overheard it lavishing 



on the departed bounty hunter. "I so very much hope that 
you weren't uncomfortable in that wretched space! Great 
is ny mortification, ny errbarrassment that I should ofler 
such-" 

"It was more than adequate," said Xizor. "Don't Iret 
yourself about it." He folded his heavily corded forearms 
across his chest. "I'm not always surrounded by the 
luxuries of the finperods court. Sometimes . . ." He let 
the comer of his mouth lift in a partial smile. 

"Sometimes try accommodations-and ny companions- 
are of a rou^r sort." 

"Ah." Kud'ar Mub'at nodded quickly. "Just so." The 
assembler knew better than to speak anything aloud of 
what his noble guest had just referred to. Even the two 
words "Black Sun," in as private a place as this, were 
forbidden To make silence a general rule was to ensure 
that no one would discover the other side of XEcds 
double existence. In one universe, he was Emperor 
Palpatine's loyal servant; in that universe's shadowed 
twin, he was the leader of a criminal or^nization whose 
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Empire's. 

"He took the job." Xizor said the words as a statement of 
feet, not a question 

'Yes, of course he did." Kud'ar Mub'at fussed nervously 
with the pneumatic bladders of his nest. "Boba Fett is a 
reasonable entity. In his way. Very businesslike; I find 
that to be of the utmost charm in him" 

"When you use the word 'businesslike,'" noted Xizor, 

"youmean... 'eanbe bought.'" 

"What other possible defiration is there?" As Kud'ar 
Mub'at gazed at him, the asseirblefs eyes filled with 
innocence. 'My so dear Xizor-we're all businessmen 
We ean all be bou^." 

"Speak for yourself" The partial smile on his lace turned 
into a full sneer. "1 prefer to be the one who's doing the 
buying." 


'Ah. and so hannv am I to be one of those whose 



services you have purchased." Kud'ar Mub'at settled 
itself more comfbrtabfy into its nest. "1 hope this grand 
scheme of yours, of which I am so small yet hopefully an 
essential part, will turn out exactfy as you, in your 
inefiable wisdom, wish it to." 

"It will," said Xizor, "if you perform the rest of your role 
as well as you did with hoodwinking Boba Fett." 

'You flatter me." Kud'ar Mub'at bowed its head low. 

'My thespic abilities are regrettably crude, but perhaps 
they sufliced in this instance." 

The asserrbler had had to be no more than its usual 
conniving self to set the trap in which the bounty hunter 
was already ensnared. One of the nodes in the central 
charrber was a simple auditory unit, a tympanic 
membrane with legs, tied like all the rest of the nodes into 
the web's expanded nervous system From his hiding 
place. Prince Xizor had been able to listen in, another 
one of Kud'ar Mub'at's attached ofispring whispering 
into his ear all the words passing between the asserrbler 
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only one that Kud'ar Mub'at could spia Fett was not 
aware of it yet, but strands too line to be detected were 
already tangling about his boots, drawing him into a trap 
without escape. Xizor almost M sorry for the bounty 
hunter. The reptilian Falleen species was even more 
coldblooded than Trandoshans such as the aging 
Cradossk and his ragedriven ollspring Bossk; pity was 
not an emotion that Xizor had ever experienced. 
Whether he was operating on behalf of Emperor 
Palpatine or secretly advancing the Black Sun's criminal 
agenda, Xizor manipulated all who came into his reach 
with the same nonemotion he'd display for pieces on a 
gaming board. They were to be positioned and used as 
necessity dictated, sacrificed and discarded when 
strategy required. Still, thought Xizor, an entity such as 
Boba Fett. . . The bounty hunter merited his respect, at 
least. To bok into that helmet's concealing visor was to 
meet a ^ze as ruthless and unsentimental as his owa 
He'll fi^ to survive. And he'll fi^ well. 


But that was part of the trap that had already seized hold 



of Boba Fett. The cruel irony-and one that Xizor 
savored-was that Fett was now doomed by his own 
fierce nature. All that had kept him alive before, in so 
many deadfy situations, would now bring about his 
destruction Too bad, thou^ Prince Xizor to himself In 
another ^me, a piece as powerful as that would have 
had it uses. Only a master player would dare a strategic 
sacrifice such as this. To lose, however necessarily, such 
an efficient hunter and killer was his onfy regret. 

'Pardon mf admittedly clumsy intrusion" Kud'ar 
Mub'afs high-pitched voice broke into his musing. "But 
there are some other tiny, almost insigpificant matters to 
be taken care of To ensure the complete success of your 
endeavors, which are as always of such brilliance and-" 

"Of course." Xizor regarded the assenirler sitting in its 
animate nest. 'You want to be paid." 

"Only for the sake of keeping our records strai^t. A 
mere formality." With an upraised forelirrb, Kud'ar 
Mub'at directed his accountant node toward the prince. 
'Tm sure one of your keen perception understands." 



"All too welL" He watched as the subasseirbfy named 
Balancesheet picked its way toward him Nothing 
happened with Kud'ar Mub'at except on a pay-as-you- 
go basis. 

"We've done business together enou^ times for me to 
remember without prompting." 

A few moments later, when the transfer of credits had 
been completed, Balancesheet swiveled its eyestalks 
toward its parent. 'The prince's account is once a^in 
current, with no outstanding sums due. Per your existing 
agreement, final payment will be made upon a 
satislactory resolution of the Bounty Hunters Guild 
situation." Balancesheet gave a small nod to Xizor and 
returned to its perch on the central chamber's wall 

"Allairs are going well" said Xizor. "So lar." He had 
already summoned his ship, the \firago, from inside the 
detection shadow of one of the moons of the nearest 
planetary system 'Til be watching to make sure they 
continue that way." 
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oui oi course, waving aii its sucKnive lore-nnDS, 
Kud'ar Mub'at dispatched a scuttling flock of nodes to 
ready the web's docking area. Boba Fett's Slave I had 
departed only a little while before, leaving behind a 
eaptive in the darkest subehairber. 'You. have nothing to 
fear in that re^d." Xizor knew that as soon as he was 
gone, Kud'ar Mub'at would be in contaet with the Hutts, 
to hand over the bounty hunter's merehandise and eolleet 
its middle-entity fee. "All will be well..." The screech of 
the assembler's words ibllowed Prince Xizor as he 
stalked down the tunnel toward the doeking area. He'd 
already deeided that as soon as he got back to the 
Emperor's court, he'd spend a few soothing hours 
listening to the dulcet croon of his own personal troupe of 
Falleen altos, to flush any residue of that drilling and 
defiling voiee from his ears. 

"What a £)oL" Kud'ar Mub'at mitered the words with a 
grim satislaction Ri^ at this moment the designation 
eould appfy to either of two eiiities. Both Prince Xizor 
and Boba Fett were somewhere in hyperspaee, speeding 
toward their destinies; the bo unty hunter to a rendezvous 
wkh the despised Bounty Hunters Guild, Xizor to the 
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suspected what they had gotten themselves into, the finer 
web in which they were already enmeshed. They don't 
know, thought Kud'ar Mub'at. That was how it preferred 
things. I spin the traps, then pull them in 

It reached out with one of its smallest Ibrelintis and 
stroked the shell of its accountant node. "Soon," said 
Kud'ar Mub'at. "Soon there will be a great many credits 
for you to tally up and keep traek of" As iar as Kud'ar 
Mub'at was concerned, true power equaled riches, 
something that one could rake delicate claws across. 
Only maniacs like Palpatine and his grim lieutenant Lord 
Vader valued the trerrbling, bootlicking fear of a ^laxy 
of underlings. That was the kind of power that Prinee 
Xizor wanted as well; his criminal associates in Black 
Sun were no doubt unaware of their leader's long-range 
intent. They ni^ not ever find out, either. Some traps 
were woven for their prey to die in 

"Very well" Balancesheet tapped its own tiny claws 
together, as thou^ the numbers involved eould be 
counted that sinpfy. 'Your accounts are all in good 
order." 




Something in the node's bland response troubled Kud'ar 
Mub'at. It had extruded this particular subasserrbly some 
time ago, and had developed it into one of the web's 
most valuable conponents. Flesh of rr^^ flesh, raised 
Kud'ar Mub'at, silk of m/ silk. And a part of its brain as 
well Kud'ar Mub'at could look into 

Balancesheet's compound eyes and see a calculating 
replica of itself Had the node discovered the joys of 
greed yet? That was the inportant question I must watch 
for that, decided the asserrbler. Greed was a hi^r 
sense, perhaps the most inportant of all When Kud'ar 
Mub'at perceived that in the little tethered node, it would 
be time for death and re-ingestion Kud'ar Mub'at didn't 
want to wind up as its own parent had so long ago, a 
meal for rebellious oflspring. 

It watched as Balancesheet picked its way into some 
darker recess of the web. I hope that won't be for a 
while yet, thou^ Kud'ar Mub'at. Its interconnected 
business aflairs were at a crucial point; rruch 
inconvenience would be suffered if it didn't have a fidly 
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Kud'ar Mub'at decided to think about that later. It closed 
its several pairs of eyes and happify contemplated all that 
would soon be added to the web's coflers. After every 
job came the cleanup. The Slave I was a working vessel, 
not some pleasure schooner fitted out for languorous 
cruising between the stars. Even so, Boba Fett preferred 
keeping the craft as neatly ftmctional as possible. Minor 
din^ and scrapes to the exterior hull were war badges, 
errblems of encounters that he had survived and 
someone else hadn't. But ftiture survival might depend on 
his being able to lay his armor-gloved hand on one of the 
Slave fs weapon-systems remotes in a split second, 
without the firing buttons or data readout being obscured 
by dirt or dried blood. 

Besides, thou^ Boba Fett grimly, / can't stand the smell 
He squeezed his fist tighter, a soapy antiseptic wash 
trickling into the bucket set on the ftoor of the cargo area. 
There was something nauseating about the humanoid 
scent of fear that seeped into the very metal of the eages. 
Of all the sensory data he had ever experienced, from the 
acrid steamof the Andoan swamp islands to the blinding 



creation-swirl of the \innax system! s coimtervacuum, 
those molecules signaling panie and desperation were 
what Fett Ibund to be the most aliea Whatever minute 
subeutaneous or^ produced fear sweat, it was missing 
in him Not because he had been bom without it-no 
sentient ereature was-but because he had forced it into 
nonexistenee, excised it from his mind with the razor- 
sharp scalpel of his wilL The ancient Mandalorian 
warriors, whose lethal battle-gear he wore, had been just 
as col(% ruthless, according to the le^nds that were still 
told and retold in whispers throughout the ^laxy. Long 
ago, when he had first ^zed upon one of their empty 
helmets, a relie of an extinguished terror, he had seen in 
its narrow, un readable ^ze an image of his own future, 
of the deathbringing entity he would beeome. Less than 
human, mjsed Boba Fett as he swabbed down the bars 
that his most recent eaptive had been held behind. That 
was what fear did, that was the 

transformation it wrou^ in those who let it spring up in 
their spirits. The thing in the eage, which had carried the 
name of Nil Posondum, had been some kind of talking, 
Iruitlessty bargaining animal by the time Fett had 
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transierrea i lo jvua ar mud ars weo. rear or aeam, ana 
the pain that Hurts enjoyed producing in the tarots of 
their ven^ance, had swallowed up all the human parts 
inside the little accountant. 

An odd notion moved in Boba Fert's thoughts, one that 
he'd turned over and examined like a precious Gerinian 
star-stone many times before. Perhaps ... 1 became 
more human than human Not by adding anything to 
himsefo but throu^ a process of reduction, of stripping 
away the flawed and rotten parts of his species. The 
antiseptic rag in his glove slid over one of the cold-forged 
bars, leaving no microbe behind. The ancient 
Mandalorian warriors had had their secrets, which had 
died with them And 1 have mine. 

Fert dipped the rag in the bucket again He could have 
left these chores to one of Slave I's maintenance droids, 
but he preferred doing it himself It gave him time to 
think, of just such matters as this. 

The soapy liquid trickled Iromthe battle-^ar's elbow as 
Fert checked the forearm-mounted data-screen patched 
into the Slave I's cockpit. Rendezvous with the Bounty 



Hunters Guild's forward base was not iar off He was 
ready for that-he was never not ready, for anything that 
mi^t happen-but he would still regret the termination of 
this Me sliee of nontime, the hill and peace that came 
between jobs. Other sentient creatures were allowed to 
enjoy a longer rest, the ultimate peace that came with 
death Sometimes he envied them He unlocked the 
empty cage and stepped inside. The fear scent was 
already diminished, barety detectable through the mask's 
filters. Posondum hadn't left rmch of a mess, for which 
he was grateful; some merchandise let their panic devolve 
them well past the point of maintaining control of their 
bodily functions. The floor of the ca^ was scratched, 
thou^ Bri^t metallic lines glinted throng the darker 
layer of plastoid beneath Boba Fett's boot soles. He 
wondered what could have caused that. He was always 
careful to take any hard, sharp objects away from the 
merchandise, with which they might damage themselves. 
Some captives preferred suicide to the attentions they 
were scheduled to receive from those who had put up 
the bounties for them Fett glanced over to the comer of 
the Slave Fs cargo area, where he had tossed the food 
tray. None of the gray sbp had been touched by Nil 



Posondum, but one of the tray's comers had been bent 
into a dull-pointed angle. Just enough to scrape out the 
markings on the ca^'s floor-the accountant trust have 
been working on it ri^ up until Kud'ar Mub'afs 
subasserrblies had crept in through the access portal 
The spiderlike minions had looped restraining silk around 
him, then carried him from one prison to another. He 
mi^t have had time enough to finish whatever message 
he'd wanted to leave behind. But there wasn't time now 
to read it. A red li^ pulsed on the data readout, alerting 
him that a return to the craft's pibting area was 
necessary. The junp out of hyperspace couldn't be 
accomplished by means of a remote; the Slave fs 
maneuvering thrust-ers were too finely gauged, set for 
zero lag time, in case any of Fett's many enemies and 
rivals mi^t be waiting Ibr his appearance. And ri^ now 
he would be sailing strai^ into the nest of all those who 
bore trim a grudge. He supposed that lizard-laced 
burrbler Bossk would already have returned to Guild 
headquarters, licking his wounds and complaining to his 
spawn-sire Cradossk about the impossible assignment 
he'd been given What Bossk wouldn't mention would be 
why it had been inpossMe, and just who had beaten him 



to the goods. Cradossk was a wilier old reptile, though- 
Boba Fett even had a grudging respect for the head of 
the Bounty Hunters Guild, from some long-ago 
encounters with him-and would know just what the score 
was with his feckless underlings. 

The Mandalorian battle-gear had a built-in optical 
recorder, its tiny lens mounted at one comer of the 
heknefs visor. Boba Fett leaned over the scratches left 
by the captive accountant, not even bothering with an 
elibrt to decipher them A second later he had scanned 
the marks and inserted them into the hehnef s long-term 
data-storage unit. He could deal with them later, if he 
grew curious about what pathetic epitaph the accountant 
mi^t have devised Ibr himself Maudlin self pity held 
little interest Ibr Boba Fett. Right now an additional 
beeping tone was sounding in sync with the red dot; 
Slave I, his only true companion, demanded his attention. 
He left the bucket of cold, dirty water on the ca^'s floor. 
If it spilled and sbpped across the plas-toidclad metal, if 
the feet of all the captives to come scufied out the 
scratched messa^, whatever it was, there would be no 
great loss. Memory was like that the leavings of the 
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sweat-damp carcasses was made. The moment when his 
hand was about to seize the neck of the merchandise was 
the onty time that mattered. Readiness was alL 

Boba Fett clirrbed the ladder to the interstellar craft's 
cockpit, his own boots ringing on the treads. The new 
job that he had taken on, this scheme of the asserrbler 
Kud'ar Mub'at, was about to commence. Soon there 
would be more payments to add to his account. . .. And 
more deaths to be ibrgottea 

7 

NOW 

"I want to see him" The female had a gaze as sharp and 
cold as a bladed weapon. "And to talk to him" Dengar 
could barely recognize her. He remerrbered her from 
Jabba's palace; she had been one of the obese Hutt's 
troupe of dancing girls. Jabba had iced pretty thin^, 
regarding them as exquisite delicacies Ibr his senses, like 
the wriggling food he'd stuffed down his capacious gullet. 
And just as with those squirming tidbits, Jabba had 



savored the death of the young and beautiluL The pet 
rancor, in its bone-lined cavern beneath the palace, had 
merely been an extension of Jabba's appetites. Dengar 
had witnessed one of the other dancing girls, a fri^ened 
little Twi'lek named Oola, being ripped apart by the 
claws of the beast. That had been before Luke 
Skywaker had killed the rancor, ibllowed sometime later 
by its owner's death No great loss, thought Dengar. 
With either one of them 

"Why?" Leaning agpinst the rocky wall of his hiding 
place's main chanher, he kept a safe distance from the 
female. "He's not exactly a brilliant conversationalist at 
the moment." 

Her name was Neelah; she had told him that rruch when 
he had cau^t her sneaking down the sloping tunnel from 
the surface. He had gotten the drop on her, catching her 
off guard from behind a stack of enpty supply crates. 
With her throat in the crook of his arm, as Dengafs other 
hand had painfulfy bent her wrist up toward her shoulder 
blades, she'd answered a few questions for him And 
then she had cau^ him in the shin with a hard, last back 
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small constellation of stars to the top of his skull 

'Thaf s personal" They were in a standoff now, glaring at 
each other from across the cranped space. '1 have rry 
own business with him" 

What business would an ex-dancing girl have with a 
bounty hunter? Especially one as close to death as Boba 
Fett was ri^ now. Maybe, raised Dengar, she thinks 
she can get a discount fromhim, since he's so messed up. 
Thou^ who would she want him to track down? 

He glanced over to the doorway of the hiding place's 
other charrber. "What condition is our guest in today?" 
The taller medical droid tilted its head unit to study the 
display of vital signs mounted on its own cylindrical body. 
'The patient's condition is stable," announced SHSl-B. 
'The prognosis is unchanged from its previous trauma- 
scan indices of point zero zero twelve." 

"Which means?" 'He's dying." That was another question 
Why couldn't these 






»+o u^A 4-^ 



uiuiu5> JU5L i>ciy wiJciL uicy iicciiiL; ncu iiau lu 

bang this one around until the solenoids had rattled inside 
its carapace just to get it to speak this rruch of a plain 
Basic. 

"Wounds," added SHSl-B's shorter conpanion. 

"Severity." le-XE gave a slow back-and-forth rotation of 
its top dome. "Not-goodness." 

"Whatever." Deng 3 r was boking forward to being rid of 
this irritating pair. That would come with either Boba 
Fetfs death-or his recovery. Which was looking 
increasingly less likely. 

"If thaf s the case," said Neelah, "then you're wasting rry 
time. I need to talk to himri^ now." 

'Well, thafs sweet ofyou." Arms folded across his chest, 
Den^ nodded as he regarded her. 'You're not really 
concerned with whether some bounty hunter pitches it or 
not. You just want to pimp him for some kind of 
informatioa Ri^t?" 
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had struck home. The look the female g^ve him was even 
more nurderous than before. A lot had changed since 
she'd been one of Jabba's fetching playthings; even in this 
little time the harsh winds of Tatooine's Dune Sea had 
scoured her flesh leaner and tauter, the heat of the double 
suns darkening her skin What had been soft, nubile flesh, 
revealed by gossamer silks, was now concealed by the 
coarse, bloodstained trousers and sleeveless jacket that 
she mist have scavenged from the corpse of one of 
Jabba's bodyguards; a thick leather belt, its attached 
holster enpty, cinched the uniform tight to her waist and 
hunger-carved belty- 

Starving, thought Dengpr. She had to be; the Dune Sea 
didn't exactly abound with protein sources. "Here-" 
Keeping an eye on her, Dengpr reached into one of the 
crates and dug out a bar of compressed military rations, 
salvage from an Imperial scoutship that had crash-landed 
years before. He tossed the bar to the female. 'You look 
like you need it." 

Appetite widened her eyes, showing their deep violet 
color. Her lingers quickly tore open the thin metallic 



wrapping 3 ; she raised the slab, already softening as it 
absorbed what moisture it could from the air, to her 
mouth, but stopped herself before taking a bite. 

"Go ahead," said Dengar. 'Tm not in the habit of 
poisoning people." He reached behind himself to one of 
the niches concealed in the charrber's stones. 'If I 
wanted to ^t rid of you"-his fist came out with a blaster 
in it; he raised the weapon and pointed it at Neelah's 
fbrehead-'l could do it easier than that." Her gaze 
lastened on the blaster, as thou^ its rruzzle were doing 
the talking 

"Good," said Dengar. His groin still ached ifomthe blow 
he'd received. "Now I think we understand each other." 

A few seconds passed, then the female nodded slowly. 
She took a bite of the rations bar, chewed and 
swallowed. 

"1 rrust inform you," came SHSl-B's voice from the 
subcharrber doorway. 'That any further casualties will 
have a deleterious impact on our ability to perform our 
fiirv'tlons in a matiriRr cnnsktent with an annronriatn level 



of therapeutic practice. 


Den^ swiveled the blaster toward the droid. 'If there's 
any more 'casualties' around here, fll be sweeping them 
up with a magjiet. Got me?" SHSl-B leaned back, 
bumping a^inst his companioa 

"Understanding," said le-XE, speaking for both of them 

"Completeness." 

'Thaf s nice. Go take care of your patient," said Dengar, 
sloping the blaster inside his own belt. He glanced back 
over at Neelah 'You enjoying that?" She had virtually 
inhaled the rations bar. Her pale fingernails plucked out a 
few last crurrbs from the wrappings. 

"Give me some answers," said Den^, "and you can 
have another one." 

She crumpled the foil into a shining ball inside her small 
fist. 

fm ^tting soft, thought Dengar. There had been a time 



when he wouldn't have bothered asking questions. He 
wouldn't have lowered the blaster, either, until there had 
been a corpse lying in front of him, with a hole burned 
throu^ its braia That was what letting himself M in 
love-not with this female, but with his betrothed, 
Manaroo-had done Ibr him That was always a latal 
mistake for a bounty hunter. Somebody like Boba Fett 
survived at this game for as bng as he had by stripping 
those useless emotions out of his heart. To bok at Fett, 
even when he was unconscious on the pallet in the other 
charrber, was to bok at a weapon, an assault rifle fl% 
primed and charged for maxirrum destruction Peel away 
that Mandabrian battle armor of his, and something 
equally hard and deadly was found beneath And that, 
Den^ knew, was the diflerence-one of them, at least- 
between himself and the flaxy's most feared bounty 
hunter. There was still something human inside Den^, 
despite his having worked the bounty-hunter trade, with 
all its spirit-eroding capabilities. That was the part that 
had boked upon Manaroo, and had decided, despite all 
the rest of his scrabbling, calhjsed nature, to tvrine his late 
with hers. Manaroo had asked him to marry her, and he 
had said yes; that human part had wanted to stay human, 



like a dwindling flame that struggles to keep from being 
snufled out. He didn't want to wind up like Boba Fett, a 
killing machine with a blind, unlathomable mask for a 
lace. 

It was that human part that had also decided to send 
Manaroo away, once she had helped him ^t Boba Fett 
into this hiding place. Their separation from each other 
would continue at least until this business with Boba Fett 
was over. Dengpr knew the risks in getting involved with 
someone who had as many grudge-bearing enemies as 
Fett; there were plenty of diehards from the old Bounty 
Hunters Guild who had good reason to hate his guts. If 
they Ibund out that Boba Fett was still alive, they'd be 
swooping down on Tatooine en masse to finish him oflE 
And me, Den^r had told himself That hot-tempered 
Trandoshan Bossk would naturally assume that anyone 
befriending his bngtime rival Boba Fett was an eneny to 
be killed with quick dispatch This little hiding place 
would get filled up with corpses pretty quickly. 

Risks meant profits, though in the bounty-hunter trade. 
And profits were what Dengar needed if he was going to 



mve any cnance oi paying on me massive ueni loau ne 
was carrying and then have any kind of life with 
Manaroo. He wanted out of this ^me, and the or% way 
to accomplish that was to keep on playing it, for at least 
a few more rounds. And the best way to do that, he'd 
decided, was with a partner like Boba Fett. And that's 
what he offered me-when Dengar had discovered him, 
haUdigested by the gullet of the Sarkcc, lying in the 
sunsbaked wasteland, Fett had had enough remaining 
strength to speak, but not to protect himself Dengar 
could have put him out of his misery right then and there, 
but had stayed his hand when Fett had spoken of a 
partnership between the two of them The only card he'd 
had left to play... 

And a good one. We could clean up, Dengar had 
decided. Him and me. Areal good team It all depended 
on just one thing 

Whether Fett had been tying to him 

He could have been just playing for time. Time enou^ 
for his wounds to heal, and for him to get his act back 
together. Dengpr had been mulling it over ever since he 



had carried Fett down here. There was no history of 
Boba Fett ever working with a partner before; he had 
always been a lone operator. Why should he want a 
partnership now? What there was a history of was 
playing it last and loose with the truth. In that, Boba Fett 
was no drSerent from any other bounty hunter; it was that 
kind of a business. Fett was just better at it, was alL 
What had happened to the Bounty Hunters Guild was 
proof of that. Things night be diSerent, Dengpr knew, 
when Boba Fett got his strength back. Fett mi^ not 
waii to repay Dengpr with a partnership, for all that he'd 
done to keep trim alive and safe. Dengar's reward might 
be a blaster char^ ri^t into tris chest, leaving a scorched 
hole big enou^ to put a humanoid's list throu^ Fett's 
obsession with secrecy was notorious in all the scumrry 
dives and watering holes across the galaxy, his past was 
largely unknown, and was likely to stay that way, given 
how those who poked into his aiiairs had a way of 
turning up dead. That was the real reason Dengpr had 
sent Manaroo away. It was one thing for him to risk 
Fett's lethal treachery, he didn't want the female he loved 
to wind up lacing a blaster muzzle. 



"So wliat did you want to know?'' 

Den^ pulled himself back from his gjim meditations to 
the hard-eyed female regdrding him from the other side 
of the charrber. 

"Same thing I wanted to know belbre." He nodded 
toward the entrance to the subcharrber. "What's your 
connection with Boba Fett?" 

Neelah shook her head. "I don't know." 

"Oh, that's a good one." Dengdr gave a quick, derisive 
lau^ 'You come sneaking in here-not exactfy the 
smartest thing to do-and you don't even know why." 

'That's what I came here to find out. That's why I wanted 
to talk to him" Neelah glanced toward the subchanirer, 
then back toward Dengar. 'That's why I left him where 
you would be sure to find him-" 

"Wait a minute," said Dengar. 'You left him?" She 
nodded. "1 found him before you did. But I knew there 
was nothing I could do for him, not with what the Sarlacc 



naa aone. He needea mecucal attention-more than 
anything I could do. I took a chance that you'd take care 
of him That you'd keep him alive." 

"And why's that so important to you? He's a bounty 
hunter, and you were a dancing girl in Jabba's palace." 
Den^ peered more closely at her. "What's he got to do 
with you?" 

"I told you before-" Neelah's voice rose to a fierce shout. 
'T don't know! I just know that there is a connection- 
some kind of cormection-between the two of us. I knew 
that back when I first saw him In the palace, in Jabba's 
court. When that iat slug had poor Oola killed. 

. . when she was tugging agpinst the chain, and the 
trapdoor in front of the throne was opening..." Both of 
Neelah's fists were trerrbling and white-knuckled. "All of 
the other girls were watching from the passa^way.. 

. and there was nothing any ofus could do...." 

'There never is," said Dengpr. He could taste his own 
bitterness in his mouth. 'That's how things happen in this 



uiwerse. 


She wasn't here in this chanber with him; she was lost in 
her own memory. "And then we could hear her 
screaming . . . and I couldn't look anymore. That was 
when I saw him Just standing there at the side of the 
court... and watching...." 

"Bounty hunters," said Den^ dryfy, "make it a habit to 
stay out of other creatures' business. Unless they're paid 
to do something about it." 

"And when the screaming was over, and Jabba and the 
others were still ku^iing ... he was still there. Just as 
belbre. And still watching" Neelah closed her eyes for a 
moment as a shudder ran throu^ her slight body. 

"And then... the strangest thing... he turned and looked 
at me. Ri^t into iry eyes." Her voice filled with both fear 
and wonder. "All the way across Jabba's court. 

.. and it was like there was nobody else there at alL That 
was how it felt. And that was when I knew. That there 
was something between the two of us." She refocused 



her g 3 ze on Dengar. " 'Coimectiori isn't the right word. 
It's something else. Something from the past. I even 
knew his name, without asking anyone else." Neelah 
slowly shook her head. "But that was all 1 knew." 

"All ri^." The story intrigued Dengar. A matter of 
practical interest as well If this female meant something to 
Boba Fett, then knowing just what it was mi^ give him 
an additional bar^ining ehip. 'You said it was something 
from the past. Your past?" She nodded. 

"Well, that's a start. But nothing you can remerrber, I 
take it?" 


Another nod. 

"So how did you wind up at Jabba's palace?" 

'T don't know that, either." Neelah's fists uncurled, enpty 
and treirbling. '1 don't know how I got there. A1 I 
remerrber is Oola . . . and the other girls. They helped 
me. They showed me . . ." Her voice ebbed softer. 
"What I was to do ..." 



Her memory had been wiped; Den^ recognized the 
signs. The confusion and welling fear, and the little bits 
and pieces, scraps of another existenee, leaking through. 
No wipe was ever eomplete; memory was stored in too 
many places throu^ut the humanoid brain To go after 
every bit, eradicating them all, would probably be fetal, a 
reduction beyond basic life-maintenance processes. 
There were easier, and less expensive, ways of killing a 
sentient being. So someone, thou^ Dengnr, wanted her 
alive. Fett? 

"What about your name?" Dengar nodded toward her. " 

'Neelah'-was that something you remembered?" 

"No; Jabba called me that, t don't know why. But t 
knew . . ." Her brow fumowed with concentration "t 
knew it wasn't 115 ? real name. My true name. Somebody 
took that from me . . . and I couldn't ^t it back. No 
matter how hard t tried ..." 

What she told Den^ coincided with his own 

suspicions. Neelah was a slave name-it didn't fit her. The 



aristocratic bearing she possessed was too obvious, even 
in the ill-fitting, scavenged outfit she wore now. She 
wouldn't be alive now-the Dune Sea's loping predators 
would be cracking her bones-if there weren't some tough 
Hitting spirit inside her. Things would have gone 
diflerently if Jabba had tried to throw her, instead of the 
other girl, Ook, to his pet rancor. It would've been 
Neelah rather than Princess Lek wrapping the chain 
around Jabba's immense throat and choking the life out 
ofhim 

Den^ had more suspicions, which he didn't feel like 
voicing ri^ at the moment. Fett nusfve done it. The 
other bounty hunter rrust've brought her to Jabba's 
pakce; he'd probabfy also been the one who'd 
performed the memory wipe on her. The big question 
was why. Dengar couldn't believe it had been done on 
Jabba's orders; the Hutt had eqoyed young and beautiful 
objects, but he'd also been too tight with his credits to 
have commissioned the kidnapping of the daughter of 
one of the gakxys noble houses. The only reason Lek 
Or^na had wound up on the end of one of Jabba's 
chains was that she had come into Jabba's kir of her own 



accora, seeJflng to rescue ttie carbonite-encased Han 
Solo. A captured noblewoman, with a blanked-out 
memory, wasn't exactly the same kind of a bargaia 

So Fett roBt have been working for someone else while 
he had ostensibly been in Jabba's employ. That wouldn't 
have been unusual; Dengpr knew from his own 
experience that bounty hunters nearly always had more 
than one gig going on at a time, with no particular loyalty 
to any creature whose payroll they mi^ be on Or-the 
other possibility-Boba Fett mi^ have had his own 
reasons for wiping the memory of this female, whoever 
she realty was, and bringing her to Jabba's palace, 
disguised as a simple dancing girl 

The puzzle rotated inside Dengafs mind. Maybe Fett had 
been stashing her away, in some place where she 
wouldn't be likely to be found. That was one of the 
sleazier bounty-hunter tricks finding someone with a price 
on his or her or its head, then keeping the merchandise 
hidden until the price for it was raised hi^er. Dengar had 
never done it, and he hadn't heard of Boba Fett doing it, 
either. Fett didn't have to; he already commanded 
astronomical nrices for his services. 



"Is there anything else you remeirber?" Deng3r rubbed 
the coarse stubble on his chin as he studied the female. 

'Even the Mest thing." 

"No-" Neekh shook her head. 'There's nothing. It's all 
gone. Except..." 

"Except what?" 

"Another name. I mean . . . another name besides his." 
She tilted her head to one side, as thou^ trying to catch 
the whisper of a distant voice. '1 think it's a name that 
belongs to a man" 

'Yeah?" Dengar unfolded his arms and hooked his 
thurrbs into his belt. "What's the name?" 

"Nil something Wait a minute." She rubbed the comer of 
her brow. "Now I remerrber... it was Nil Posondum Or 
something like that." Neekh's expression turned hopefoL 

"Is that somebody inportant? Somebody I should know 



about?' 


Den^ shook his head. 'Never heard of anybody like 
that." 

"Still..." Neelah looked a Me crestfallen. 

"It's something to go on" 

"Maybe." He had his doubts about whether it was 
anything usefuL He had even bigger doubts about Neelah 
herself Or whatever her real name is, thought Dengar. 
Keeping one's contacts primed for information was an 
essential part of the bounty-hunter trade; he had been in 
and out of Mos Hsley and other scumholes on a regular 
basis, listening and asking the ri^t questions, and he 
hadn't heard anything fitting her description If anybody 
was boking for her, they were doing it on the quiet. That 
ni^t make ^tting paid for finding her somewhat 
difficult. 

Or else-another possibility rose in Dengpr's 
thou^ts-somebody doesn't want her to be found. Boba 



Fett m^it have been working for someone who had 
wanted this Neelah to be disposed oi^ maybe in some 
way that left her still alive. What better way than to strip 
out her memory and stick her on a backwater planet like 
Tatooine? Thou^ how bng she would've stayed alive in 
Jabba's palace was debatable, given the Hutt's 
nurderous arrusements. Whoever had sent her there 
couldn't have been too concerned about her survival 
Then why not just kill her quick and last, for whatever 
reasons they had, rather than leave her where any 
number of the galaxy's hustling scoundrels, the criminal 
dre^ that had found employment with Jabba, might have 
spotted her? 

His brain felt weighted down with all these questions 
stacking up on top of each other. Mysteries and 
skulduggery were what one dealt with in the bounty- 
hunter trade; all this reminded Dengar of why he had 
wanted to get out of it. There mist be an easier way to 
make a living 



Or a safer one. Now he had two potential borrbs on his 
hands, either one of which could result in a quick death 
for him, if he was lucky, or a messy one, if his hick ran 
true to form It hadn't been bad enou^ getting involved 
with Boba Fett's fortunes; now he had to deal with the 
enigpiatic Neelah as welL She was a loose laser cannon 
by herself-if she'd had a blaster, Dengpr supposed he 
would've been crisped by now-plus there were those 
unseen figures from her past, who'd put her here. They 
ni^t not be too happy about her turning up a^ia If they 
were the kind of people who hired Boba Fett to do their 
dirty work for them, they wouldn't be likely to have too 
many scruples about eliminating everyone hooked up 
with her. None of it looked good. Which had its own 
upside The more risk, Dengpr reminded himsellj the 
more profit. That, more than anything in the so-called 
Hunter's Creed, was what governed the actions of 
bounty hunters, from Boba Fett down to himself If there 
was a chance of being partners with Fett, and reaping the 
rewards from that, he would have to ranp up his courage 
to a new leveL 
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pointed to the female on the other side of the hiding 
place's main charrber. "Let's work out an arrangement, 
you and me. Stipulation nurrber one Don't try to kill me. 
If we're going to ^t anything accomplished around here, 
thafs a basic requirement." 

Neelah appeared to think it over, then nodded. 

"Okay." 

"And if you try, fm going to make sure it's your corpse 
that ^ts thrown out of here. Got me?" She nodded 
a^in, with just a trace of impatience. 

"Nunher two fm in charge here, fm running the show-" 

Neelah's an^r flared. "Wait a minute-" 

"Shut up," said Dengar. 'It's for your own good. And it's 
just for the time being. You get back to wherever you 
came from, you get your real name and everything that 
comes with it returned to you, then you can do whatever 
you want. But right now you don't even know who you 
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don't know anything about what the galaxy's like onee 
you ^t ofiF this Me roek heap's surface. Even if you 
could find some way out of here without rry help, you 
ni^t poke your nose into some place like Mos Eisley 
and get your whole head detached Ifom your neck. 
There's plenty of types who'd do that for you, even 
without knowing who you ni^t be." 

His lecture had a visible eflect on her. "Very well," said 
Neelah sullenly. 'You're in charge. For now." The fifing 
I put up with, thou^t Deng^r to himself It was all for 
Manaroo's sake; he had to keep that in mind. On the 
other side of all this, there was her, and a fife together 
with the female he loved. If I get that iar. 

'Tm glad we understand each other." Den^ pointed to 
a lar^r, open niche at the farthest end of the charrber. 
'You mi^ as well make yourself comfortable down 
here. I don't want you wandering around topside. There's 
food and supplies; anything else you need, just let me 
know, m have those two medical droids give you a 
quick scan, to make sure you're all right. Tatooine's got 
some nasty bu^ you can pick up." 



Neelah looked strai^ back at him "What about Boba 
Fett? That's why I came here." 

'That's nurrtier three. You don't see him, you don't talk 
to him, you don't have anything to do with him, unless I'm 
ri^t there with you." 

"Why?" 


"Like I told you before. For your own good." Dengar 
indicated the subcharrber with a tilt of his head. 'That 
gi^s one dan^rous barve. If there's some kind of 
connection between you and him, it ni^ not be one 
that's to your benefit. When he's got his strength back, he 
ni^t kill you just as easify as bok at you. And you won't 
be asking any more questions then, believe me." The 
message seemed to sink in "All ri^" said Neelah. 
"Whatever you say." 

There was more that he hadn't said. His precautions 
weren't just for her sake. I don't want the two of them 
conspiring a^inst me, thou^ Dengar. Even before 
Boba Fett 20t his lull strensth back, that razor-sham 



mind of his would be working and scheming away. Fett 
would be capable of making his own deals with 
Neelah that she wouldn't be able to resist felling in with. 
A bounty hunter didn't get the drop on people just with 
weapons that someone could see and feel burning 
throu^ one's gut; the history of what Boba Fett had 
pulled off with the old Bounty Hunters Guild indicated 
that he was a master at ensnaring sentient creatures in 
subtler traps. Though you wind up just as dead, thought 
Den^, either way. And if Boba Fett had been lying and 
playing for time, back when Dengpr had found him out 
there in the Dune Sea's wastes, the quickest way to 
dissolve any partnership would be to use Neelah as his 
cafs-paw. Now fve got two that fve got to watch out 
for. That was another reason Dengar had wanted the 
female down here, rather than wandering around on the 
surface. He had his hands foil as it was; he didn't need 
anyone else hooking up with Neelah, for whatever 
agenda they ni^t have. 

She m^it as well have read his thoughts. A thin smile 
appeared as Neelah regprded him 'You trust me?" 



"Of course not" On that point, Dengpr could aiibrd to be 
honest with her. '1 don't trust anyone." That was almost 
true; there was always Manaroo. But that was something 
different. "Nobody survives in this business by going 
around trusting creatures. Let's just say that I've got an 
idea of what to expect from you now. And if you're 
smart enough to play along with me, maybe you'll get 
what you want." 

Neelah signaled her understanding with a quick nod. 

"1 still want to see him" 

'That's easy enough," said Den^. "But if you were 
planning on having any kind of talk with Fett, 1 don't think 
that's going to happen anytime real soon. He's still 
unconscious." 

"Just as wel" The thin smile laded from Nee-lah's lace. 
"1 changed rry mind about that part. For now. I've begun 
to see the wisdom of your cautious attitude. Maybe it's 
better if he doesn't know about me. That 1 Ibund him out 
in the Dune Sea, and that I'm here, waiting As you 
pointed out. . . whatever our connection is, it rni^ not 



be exactty safe ibr me. 


"Suit yourself" Dengar's caution went up a notch. She's a 
last learner, he thou^. All the more reason to be 
earefuL "Come on." He pushed himself away from the 
wall of the main eharrber. "Let's go pay our guest of 
honor a visit." 

The tall medieal droid's appendages raised in warning as 
Den^ and Neelah entered the sub-chantier. 'Please 
observe the necessary hygienie protocols." The chart of 
vital signs scrolled down the display on SHSl-B's 
eylindrical torso. 'The patient's condition remains very 
eritieal-" 


'Yeah, right." Dengar pushed the droid aside, away from 
the pallet in the center of the space. 'This barve's 
survived worse things than your attentions. If you haven't 
managed to kill him, then nothing will" Neelah stepped 
elose to the side of the pallet and looked down at the 
unconseious form 'That's him?" She sounded almost 
disappointed. "That's Boba Fett?" 

"Nn-" Frnm thp nife nf opar in the <:iib-rhan+if'r'>; nrimpr 



Den^ picked up a battered helmet, etched with the 
digestive fluids of the Sarkcc's gullet. He turned the 
helmet's narrow-visored gpze toward Neelah 'This is 
BobaFett." 

She shrank back from the enpty helmet, a sudden fear 
showing in her widened eyes. One hand tentatively 
reached out to touch the pitted metal, then jerked baek 
as though scorched. She slowly nodded. 'That's what 1 
saw." Her voice was a barely audible whisper. "And I 
knew... I knew it was him ..." 

'That's how everybody knows him" Dengar turned the 
helmet's blank visage toward himself He eould guess 
how the female felt; a Me apprehensive ehill ran down 
his own spine. "All throu^ the ^laxy." He nodded 
toward the flgure on the pallet. "Not very many ereatures 
have seen him like that. Or if they have, they didn't live to 
tell about it." 

For a moment the only sound in the subcharrber was the 
eHcking and sighing of the cardiopulmonary assists that 
the medical droids had set in place. Then Neelah turned 




a somber gaze toward Dengar. "1 did," she said quietly. 
Den^ was unable to make a reply. The dark spaces in 
her eyes, and what ird^ lie beyond them, unnerved him 
as rmch as the empty helmet. He turned away, to set it 
back down on the rest of Boba Fett's gear. 

'Remenher," said Neelah "Don't tell him Don't tell him 
anything about me." 

By the time Dengpr turned back around, the female had 
slipped out of the subcharrber. He was alone with the 
other bounty hunter. The presence of the medical droids 
barely registered onDengafs senses. 

He stood looking down at Boba Fett for a while lon^r. 
The little trace of fear hadn't gone away, it was still there, 
inching abng his spine. Even unconscious, this man was 
enou^ to spook ordinary creatures. There's too rruch 
past, thou^t Den^. Inside Boba Fett's skull; a whole 
galaxy M of it. Who could tell what was going on in 
there as he slept and dreamed his dark dreams? 


8 



THEN 


He couldn't believe his good luck. 

'Tve got him this time," said Bossk. He had upgraded 
both the firepower and the tracking abilities of the 
Hound's Tooth sinee his last unfortunate encounter with 
Boba Fett. The other bounty hunter snatching the 
aecountant Nil Posondum away ifom him had been the 
final irritant underneath his scales; he had sworn to 
himself that if he ever got the chance, he would put his 
rival out of commission for good. And nothing will do 
that, thou^t Bossk, savoring the words, like blowing 
Fett to atoms. "When I ^t done, there won't be enough 
of him left to find without an electron microscope." 
Beside him, Zuckuss leaned the hoses of his lace mask 
toward the cockpit's target-acquisition screen. '1 don't 
know...." 

"What, you can't tell that it's Boba Fett ap preaching? 
Are you blind?" Bossk rapped a claw a^inst the screen, 
hard enou^ to leave a permanent mark amid the glowing 
vector lines. 'Df eourse it's him! There's all the 
identification data on the Slave 1." A tinv column of 



nunijers scrolled down from the triangular icon swiftly 
moving across the screen 'That's his ship, so he's aboard 
it." 

"Oh, it's Boba Fett, all ri^." Zuckuss nodded slowly. 
'There's no doubt about that. I'm just not sure if you 
should-what's the phrase you always use?-'bbw him 
away" right now." 

Bossk angrily glared at the shorter bounty hunter. 

"When's there going to be a better time?" 

"Well, maybe when he's not traveling under an assurance 
of safe passage from your lather." Zuckuss sounded even 
more doubtful and nervous. The breath in his air tubes 
rasped quicker and louder. "Boba Fett already contacted 
the Guild council-you know that-and Cradossk and the 
others ^ve him their word that he could dock at the 
perimeter station without anyone taking a shot at him" 

'They gave him their word." The slits in Bossk's eyes 
narrowed. 'They didn't give him nine." 




'Still... 


You Me insect, thou^ Bossk. When he inherited the 
leadership of the Bounty Hunters Guild-he had already 
killed, as was Trandoshan custom, all of his lather 
Cradossk's younger spawn-he intended to review the 
requirements for merrbership. A certain amount of guts, 
he figured, should be a prerequisite. Which meant that 
this sniveling partner that had been foisted on him would 
be out the air lock like the gpawed bones of yesterday's 
hmcb 

"Maybe," whined Zuckuss, "you should think about-this a 
Me more...." 

'Thinking takes too long." Bossk's claws moved across 
the control of the Hound's weapons systems. "Action 
gets things done." 

'Your lather isn't going to like this." 

'That remains to be seea" The same blood ran in his and 
the old reptilian's veins; he had the comfort of knowing 

that his snawn-fether was iiist as mpan and vininiis as 



himself "For all you know, this is exac% what he and the 
rest ofthe Guild couneil are expecting me to do." 

"Destroy another bounty hunter without warning?" 
Incredulity pitched Zuckuss's voice hi^r. 'That's hardly 
in line with the Hunter's Creed!" Bossk always felt a 
simmering impatience when someone mentioned the 
Creed to him "Boba Fett has violated the Creed enough 
times," he growled, "that he deserves no protection from 
it." 

'But he's never been bound by the Creed! He's never 
been a merrber of the Guild!" 

"Spare me your tedious legpl anafysis." Bossk had locked 
the concentric rings of the tracker si^ onto the distant 
crafi. "If Boba Fett wants to lodge a complaint a^inst 
me, he'll have to do it from the other side of the grave. If 
enough ofhimcanbe scraped up to put into one." 

He ignored the rest of Zuckuss's tiresome fretting. His 
index claw hit the main fire button, and a quick rurrirle 
rolled throu^ the Hound's fiame. On the screen, a 




DrmianL wime irdcer snoi lowaru me icon represenung 
Boba Fett's ship. 


"Got him!" The shot rrust have caught Fett conpletely by 
surprise; he'd taken no evasive action at all What a fool, 
thou^t Bossk with contempt. That's what you get for 
trusting other bounty hunters. The advantage of being 
considered lowlife scum by most of the gala^^s 
inhabitants was that maintaining one's reputation was 
never an issue. 'You know," said Bossk, 'Tm almost 
disappointed...." 

"Why?" Zuckuss turned his lar^-lensed ^ze away from 
the screen. "Because he didn't put up more of a ii^?" 

"No." Bossk peered at the red nunfoers that had flashed 
on. "Because there's anything left of him" He clawed in 
the command for a dama^ assessment on the laser 
cannon's most recent tar^t, then studied the result. 'That 
ship of Fetfs had some serious armor on it. It's still 
holding together." The gbwing triangle had stopped in the 
middle of the screen, but hadn't disappeared. To have 
taken that kind of a hit, enough to punch a hole through 
the main deck of an Inperial battle cruiser, and still be in 



one piece, however badfy damaged, was amazing. It 
didn't correspond with the velocities that the Slave I's 
engines-hi^thrust but bw-mass-capable units from 
Mandal Motors-could atlaia Like most bounty hunters, 
Boba Lett had always prized speed and maneuverability 
over protection Right now, though, Bossk didn't have 
time to puzzle over the discrepancy "Let's go finish him 
off" The distinctive hall-rounded shape of the Slave I 
filled the viewports as Bossk pibted his own craft 
toward it. He kept his claws on the controls for the 
emer^ncy reverse thrusters in case Boba Fett, like the 
devious scoundrel he was known to be, was lying low 
inside the other strip, waiting for his own chance to take a 
shot at his attacker. 

"Looks like a clean kill to me." Zuckuss pointed to the 
cockpit's forward viewport. "Ri^ throu^ the center 
and out the other side. There couldn't be anyone left alive 
on that strip." 

'Tn believe that," said Bossk, "when t see Boba Fett's 
.charred corpse." He started moving the Hound's Tooth 
in toward the drifting wreckage, "t'm going inside." 



"Well, if you need that kind of proof..Zuckuss gave a 
shrug. "I suppose you'll have to." He didn't even glance 
over at Zuckuss. 'You're going too." 

"Oh." 

They mana^d to establish a transfer connection between 
the Hound's Tooth and what was left of the Slave I. No 
atmosphere support was needed; enough of the Slave I's 
systems were still operating to have sealed ofiF the central 
interior sections. 

"Somethings wrong" said Zuckuss as he looked about 
the Slave I's empty hold. 

"Somethings always wrong as lar as you're con cemed." 
This time, thou^ Bossk wondered whether his partner 
mi^t be ri^. A sense of unease crawled across his 
scales; he drew his blaster and slowly scanned across the 
open hatchways. 

Zuckuss reached over and poked a gloved finger at one 
of the bulkheads. The thin material wobbled back and 







iUlUl, cUlUUJCi pUKC, ailU /-.UUKLCjS 5> lUJgCl WClll iJgilL 

through it. 

"It's a decoy." Zuckuss gave a few more exploratory 
proddings to the hold's coniines, with similar results. 

'That's why there's nothing here-it's just a shell!" He 
turned toward Bossk. "No wonder your shot went right 
throng There's no real mass to have taken the hit. It's 
like shooting throu^ llimsiplast." 

Rage boiled up inside Bossk, nearfy blinding him 

'That slirry ..." Words Med him He stomped toward 
the dumrry ship's aft section, shoulders smashing apart 
the sides of the flimsy hatches. 

'This is why we got a positive identilicatioa" Zuckuss 
had followed behind, into what would have been the 
cockpit if they had been aboard a real ship. He pointed 
to a beacon transmitter mounted to one of the space's 
curved walls. "Look-you can see that it's been 
programmed with the Slave fs ID profile." Zuckuss 
nodded in admiratioa "Setting up something like this 



laKes a loi oi worn; you nave to rorce inrougn ovemaes 
almost down to the subatomic leveL And then to build it 
back up with the false data . . ."He stepped back from 
the unit. 

Tett nust have had this decoy already prepared, just 
keeping it Ibr sometime when he'd need it." Even behind 
Zuckuss's lace mask, there was a hint of araisement as 
he glanced over at Bossk. "Like when he ni^ be 
heading into some territory where creatures night have a 
grudge against him" 

'Til kill him" The words seethed out through Bossk's 
clenched iangs. "I swear it. I'll find him and I'll kill him so 
hard . . ." 

"Chances are pretty good. I'd say, that Fett's al ready 
slipped by us. We're wasting our time here." Zuckuss 
peered at another device, a cylinder of black metal 
studded with biosensors. "Now, this is interesting I 
wouldn't have expected something like this aboard a 
simple decoy vessel" 


Bossk knew his partner had more of an interest in 



technological matters; ri^ now all that moved inside his 
own head were grim iantasies of cracking bone and 
spurting blood. He didn't even bother to look around, but 
kept on brooding at the mocking stars visible throu^ the 
port. "What is it?" 


"Oflhand ... I'd say it's a borrb...." 

'You fool!" Bossk whirled on his clawed heel, in time to 
see a row of limits flash into fiery life abng the cylinder’s 
casing. The device emitted a laint hum, already fining in 
pitch and volume. "We've tri^ered'it! 

The things going to blow!" 

He dived for the lalse cockpit's hatchway, a traction of a 
second later Zuckuss landed on top of him Both bounty 
hunters scrarrbled to their feet. Throu^the hatch, Bossk 
could see the borrb detach itself ifom its mountings on 
the flimsy bulkhead; with slow, ominous grace, the 
borrb's miniaturized antigrav repulsors swiveled it about, 
bringing the scrutirty of its blind gpze toward them 

"Get out of my way! "Bossk shoved his partner aside and 



sprinted for the transfer port iastened to the decoy ship's 
central hold. He could hear Zuckuss ri^ behind him as 
he fiiriousty grappled his way throu^ the tube's flexing 
pleats and back aboard the Hound's Tooth The first 
explosion ripped the transfer away Irom both ships, 
sending ra^d strips of plastex spiraling across the 
Hound's midsection viewports. With his stomach across 
the back of the pilot's chair, Bossk slapped at the hull 
inte^Tty controls, sealing olf his own ship before any 
si^iificant amount of ak could escape. 

'We ... we should be okay now. . . ." Panting, Zuckuss 
supported himself agpinst the cockpit's naviputer 
displays. 'That wasn't. . . mich of a borrb. . . ." There 
wasn't even time for Bossk to tell the other bounty hunter 
not to be an idiot. The second expbsion, larger than the 
first, struck the Hound's Tooth. Roiling thermic fire filled 
the viewports as the impact of Bossk's spine with the 
bulkhead above stunned him into barely conscious 
silence. Bbod swirled across the scales of his lace as the 
ship's artificial-gravity generators stroked to catch up 
with its end-over-end tumbling. Bossk smashed his fist 
a^inst as many of the thruster controls as he could 



reach; the resulting torce had him digging a hold mto the 
pilot's chair to keep from being flung through the open 
hatchway behind him 

A stem-mounted scanner showed the boirb, smaller now 
but even deadlier, trailing in the erratic wake of the 
Hound's Tooth. "It's ... it's locked onto us. . . ." 
Zuckuss clawed his way up beside Bossk. He pointed to 
the screen above the controls. 'Here it comes. . . ." 
Bossk knew how incremental-sequence borrbs 
functioned. The first two charges work you over, he told 
himself The third one kills you. His voice grated in his 
throat "Not 

... this time..." 

He hit the rest of the thrusters, at the same time throwing 
the Hound into a suicide arc. Stars blurred across the 
viewport as the angle of the ship's turn deepened. A 
deep basso groan sounded as increasing vectors tore in 
diflerent directions across the hull Sharper cracking 
noises sigpaled the navigation modules ripping away from 
the exterior. 



The third and final explosion completed the partial 
disasserrbly of the Hound's Tooth. Bossk's desperate 
maneuver had put enough distance between the ship and 
the borrb; the hull shook with the inpact but remained 
intact Zuckuss was knocked onto his lace mask by the 
bulkhead deforming behind him, the blast's force warping 
the section from concave to convex. The pilot's chair 
broke in two, sending Bossk sprawling across the 
cockpit's floor, claws holding the padded back of the 
seat ti^ against his chest. A rain of sparks, bursting out 
of the access ports, sizzled across both bounty hunters. 
A few seconds later silence filled the Hound's Tooth. The 
smell of burning circuitry hung acrid in the air, mixed with 
the steam of the ship's automatic fire-dousing units. A 
few last sparks stung Zuckuss, and he slapped at them 
with his heavily gloved hands. 

"We'll be here awhile." Bossk didn't need to do a 
preliminary dama^ assessment on the Hound to know 
that. Until the navi^tion modules were ri^d back into 
some kind of operating order, he and Zuckuss were 
stuck in this remote sector of space. If Trandoshans had 
any capacity for the emotion of gratitude, he would have 



been glad that the sequential bomb hadn't tom the 
Hound's Tooth into bits. He and Zuckuss would have 
been dead instead of merely adrift. As it was, he just M 
a deep irritation over how much work it was going to 
take to put his ship back toother a^in, with the tools 
and probes that were now undoubted^ scattered all over 
the en gineering lockers. 

"Look there-" Zuckuss pointed to the one viewport still 
functioning, set at an angle from the Hound's nddsection 

Sitting in the middle of the cockpit floor, Bossk looked 
over his shoulder at the screen A fiery course of light, 
with a too-familiar shape at its head, shot across the field 
of stars. 

'Thafs the Slave f," said Zuckuss. Uimecessarity-any 
fool would have known that much. 'The real ship." 

"Of course it is, you idiot." If Bossk had had a wrench in 
his claws, he would have been tom between throwing it 
at his partner or at the screen, as thou^ he could 
somehow hit Boba Fett's ship with it. 'That was the 
whole point, with the decoy and the bonti." The Slave 1 



was already dwindling away, heading Ibr the perimeter 
station of the Bounty Hunters Guild. "Fett knew 
somebody would be waiting for him" 

"Apparently so." Zuckuss ^ve a slow nod of his head. 

"Somebody like him... he's got a lot of enemies." 

'He doesn't have any fewer now." Bossk glared at the 
empty screen You made one mistake, he told the 
vanished Boba Fett. You should've used a bigger borrb. 
One that would have killed instead of merely humiliated. 
Bossk-and his hunger for reven^-was still alive. 

Another quick burst of sparks shot from behind the 
screen A knot of tangled circuits, welded toother and 
emitting smoke, dangled bobbing from one of the 
overhead panels. The ima^ of the stars blanked out and 
was gone. 


"Come on," said Bossk. He stood up, then reached 
down to pull Zuckuss to his feet. "We've got work to 
do." 9 



Everything was settled by the time Cradossk's son finally 
showed up. 

Boba Fett could tell that the younger Trandoshan was 
not in a good mood as he strode into the council 
charrber of the Bounty Hunters Guild. Failed 
assassination attenpts often had that eflect on sentient 
creatures. There really was nothing worse than making 
the decision to kill someone else, and then not being able 
to bring it ofiE All the emotions associated with violence, 
nused Fett. He had never experienced them, himsellE but 
knew that others did. And none of the benefits. It was 
sad, really. 

The council's long, crescent-shaped table had been set 
for a celebratory banquet. One of Cradossk's scurrying 
servants had set a crystalline goblet, the mingled shades 
of cobalt and amethyst within revealing the expense of 
the vintage it contained, in front of Boba Fett. He had 
touched the dark liquid with a gbved fingertip, just 
enough to send a few ripples across its surface. Etiquette 
demanded that rruch; anything less, and the old reptilian 
sprawled next to him would have been offended. If other 
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rather than reality, it made no diSerenee to Fett. 
Cradossk and all the other Guild elders could befuddle 
themselves with strong drink, if they wished; this goblet's 
contents would remain un-tasted. Fie watched as the tall, 
arched doors of the council charrber were shoved open, 
the gilded and gem-encrusted panels %ing to either side 
as Bossk stormed in Servants bearing flagons and laden 
platters scattered in all directions; an^r-ridden 
Trandoshans were notorbusfy rou^ on the hired help. 

"Ah, rry son and heir!" Cradossk was already well on the 
way to inebriation His a^-bhi nted langs were mottled 
with wine stains, and his yellow-slitted eyes gazed with 
blurry aflection at his spawn "I was hoping you'd be here 
for the festivities." More wine slopped down Cradossk's 
scaled arm and from his elbow as he lilied his own goblet 
hi^ "We'll tell the rmsicians to strike up the old songs, 
the ones our spawn-lathers knew, and we'll do the lizard 
dance all around the courtyard-" The goblet went 
clattering across the charrber's terrazzo floor, the wine a 
ra^d pennant on the inlaid tiles, as Bossk knocked it 
from his sire's hand with one swing of his clawed hand. 
Across the hieh-ceilinBed snace of the charrber. buns 



with the empty combat gear and other trophies taken off 
the Guild's long-ago enemies, silence felL The collective 
gaze of the council merrbers turned toward their chief 
and his enraged olispring 

'Your manners," said Cradossk softly, "are severely 
lacking As usual" 

Boba Fett had had enou^ experience with Trandoshans 
over the years to know what a bad sign it was when their 
voices went low and ominous like that. When they 
shouted and snarled, they were ready to kill When they 
whispered, they were ready to kffl everything He 
carefully shifted away from Cradossk's side so as not to 
be in the way if the old reptilian decided to leap over the 
table and tear out his only son's throat. 

"As is your understanding." Bossk spoke with a cold 
control throng which his an^r still mana^d to appear. 

"What kind of brain-withered old tool shares wine with 
his enerry?" He flung a gesture toward Boba Fett. "Have 
you forgotten so rmch, has every day Med from your 
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This man has made fools of us more times than we can 
count." Bossk turned to either side, making sure that 
everyone in the charrber could hear his words. 'You all 
know who it is that sits with you now. He's taken the 
credits out of our pockets and the food out of our 
mouths." He boked back at his sire. "If you weren't 
drunk"-Bossk's voice sounded like dry gravel scraping 
across rusted metal-"you'd take what's Men mto your 
grasp and sink your teeth mto Boba Fett's heart." 

"I wasn't drunk when he arrived here." Cradossk's 
response was both mild and somewhat anmsed. 'But I 
intend to ^t very drunk-and very happy-now that we've 
all had a chance to listen to Fett. What he came here to 
say has pleased me a great deal" He raised his goblet 
and took a long drafl that left wet lines trickling down the 
sides of his throat, then slammed the goblet dowa 
'That's one of the differences between him... and you" 
Barely suppressed lau^er ran abng the arms of the 
crescent table. Without turning his head, Boba Fett could 
see the other council merrbers and their lackeys 
whispering back and forth, their sardonic glances taking 
m the vounff bountv hunter standins before them Be sure 



you know who your friends are, he wanted to warn 
Bossk. This lot will carve you up anytime it suits them 

"What're you talking about?" Bossk gripped the edge of 
the table in his claws and leaned toward his lather. 

"What's this sneaking scum told you?" 

"Boba Fett has made us an ofler." From an ornately 
enameled tray held behind him, Cradossk plucked 
another empty goblet, holding it out to be tilled by one of 
the other attendants. Fie held the wine out toward his 
son "A very good one; that's why we're celebrating" 
Cradossk's mottled smile widened. "As you should be." 

"Ofler?" Bossk didn't take the goblet from the older 
Trandoshan "What kind of ofler?" 

'The kind that only a Ibol would refuse. The kind of ofler 
that solves a great many problems. For all of us." 
Confusion showed in Bossk's ^ze as he looked over at 
Boba Fett, then back to his lather. "I don't understand. 



"Of course you don't." Boba Fett spoke this time, leaning 
baek a^inst the leatherwork of the chair that had been 
given him 'There's so rmch you don't understand." He 
ni^t as well start working Bossk into an irrational fury 
now as later. "That's why your lather is still head of the 
Bounty Hunters Guild. You have a lot of wisdom to 
aequire beibre you'll have your chance." 

"Explain it to him" With a single crooked claw, 
Cradossk motioned one of the other council meniiers 
over. 

'T tire so easily nowadays...." 

'Then take a nap, old maa" Bossk turned angrily toward 
the robed figure that had approached. "Spit it out." 

"So simple, is it not?" The watery pupils at the ends of 
the eouncil merrber's eyestaks regprded Bossk with 
kindly forbearance. "And so indieative-yes?-of both your 
lather’s and our guest's foresi^. Though Boba Fett is 
not to be called our guest anymore, is he?" 



"All I know," growled Bossk, "is what I call him" 
'Perhaps so, but should you not call him 'brother' 
now?" 

Those words struck Bossk speechless. 

'For is that not what Boba Fett has ofiered the Guild?" 
The council merrber folded his hooked, mantislike 
forearms toother. 'To be one of us? Our brother and 
fellow hunter-has he not ofiered to join his not 
inconsiderable forces and cunning with ours, and thus 
become a merrber of the august Bounty Hunters Guild?" 

"Damn strai^ he has." Cradossk drained his goblet and 
slammed it back down on the table. "Let's hear it for 
him" 

"It's true." Another one of the Guild's younger bounty 
hunters had sidled up to Bossk's elbow, Fett 
remenbered this one's name as Zuckuss. "I just heard 
about it outside." The shorter bounty hunter pointed a 
thurrb toward the chanber's tall doors. 'That's what the 



word is-that Boba Fett has asked ibr menijership in the 
Guild." 


'That's inpossible!" Bossk's claws tightened into lists, as 
thou^ he were about to swing on either his partner or 
the elder from the council, or both "Why would he do 
something like that?" 

Fett regarded the reptilian with no show of emotion 
"1 have mf reasons." 

"1 bet you do_" 

"And are they not good reasons?" The elder swiveled its 
eyestalks toward Bossk. "Should not all propositions 
make such excellent sense? For all of us-do we not ^in 
the benefit of the esteemed Boba Fett's skills? Known 
throughout the gala?^!" A saw-ed^d forelirrb ^stured 
toward Fett on the other side of the table. "And does not 
he acquire thereby the many advanta^s that come with 
membership in our Guild? The warmth of our re^d, the 
comradely fellowship, the excellent weapons 
maintenance lacilities. the medical benefils-that abne is 



not to be li^ly considered in our hazardous line of 
work." 

"He's tying to you!" Bossk looked across the laces of the 
other council merrbers. His straining lists rose alon^ide 
his head, nearly knocking over the smaller Zuckuss. 
"Can't you see that? It's some plan of his-like all his other 
plans—" 

"What you don't see," said Boba Fett, "is how the times 
have changed. The gala?^ is not as it was, when your 
lather was as newty hatched as you. The fields upon 
which we pursue our quarry are shrinking, just as the 
strength of Enperor Palpatine increases." He could see 
the council merrbers around the crescent nodding their 
acknowledgment of his wisdom 'The Bounty Hunters 
Guild mist change as well, or lace its extinction And so 
mist I change rry ways as well" 

'The old days," murrrured Cradossk, slunped down and 
gazing wistfully into his enpty goblet. 'The old days are 
gone...." 
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hunting trade is being squeezed into a tighter and ti^er 
comer." Some of the words Fett used were straight from 
what Kud'ar Mub'at, back at its web drifting in space, 
had told him They were true enou^ or at least to the 
point where they would be believed by these Ibols on the 
Guild counci "Not just by the Empire; there are others. 
Black Sun . . ."He merely had to mention the name of 
the criminal organization ibr that point to be made. The 
whispers turned into guarded sience. "Bounty hunters 
such as ourselves have always operated on both sides of 
the law, as need be; that's the nature of the game. But 
when both sides turn a^inst us, then we mist band 
together to survive. There's no room Ibr an independent 
agent such as rryseK We either join forces, you and I, or 
we go our separate ways. And awai our separate 
destruction" 

A Strang, raw ache tightened Boba Fett's throat. It had 
been a long time since he had spoken that many words 
all at one go. He didn't live by making speeches, but by 
performing deeds the more dan^r, the greater the profit. 
But the job he'd accepted from Kud'ar Mub'at was, in 
some sense, a iob like anv other. Whatever i takes. 



thou^t Fett. If it required getting a bunch of aging, duU- 
langed mercenaries like Cradossk and the rest of the 
Bounty Hunters Guild council to swallow a well-oiled 
line, then so be it. If anything, it was just proof that words 
could trap and kill as well as any other weapon. 

"Should you not thank Boba Fett?" The elder standing 
near Bossk made a sweeping ^sture with his serrated 
forearm Tor your sake, has he not repeated what he 
already has so eloquent^ stated to us?" 

"And you fell for it." Bossk sneered at all the council 
members, his lather included. 'You don't have the guts to 
li^ trim, so you'd rather believe that he's on your side 
now." 

Boba Fett raised his rimer estimation of the 

Trandoshan bounty hunter. He's going to be trouble, 
thou^t Fett. Not just another dumb carnivore. If the time 
ever did come when Bossk inherited the leadership of the 
Bounty Hunters Guild, it nri^ in lact become serious 
competition for him But right now Bossk's smarts and 
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and the others. 


'You'll see, Me one." Cradossk roused himself into 
an approximation of sobriety. "If 1 didn't love you the 
way I do, I'd have your scafy hide peeled off and tanned 
into a wall hanging Ibr our new merrber's quarters." He 
extended a wobbling claw toward Bossk. "But because I 
want there to be something someday for rry spawn to 
possess and lead, the way I lead the Guild now-and 
because I'm not dead yet, so there's still time for you to 
gain both some manners and some knowled^ of how 
the ^laxy works-that's why I'm not asking you to be 
brothers withBoba Fett. I'mtellingyouto do it." 

"Very wel" The slits in Bossk's eyes narrowed into 
apertures a honed razor might have cut. "As you wish. 
Maybe there is something I can leam from an... old one 
like you" He smiled the ugly smile characteristic of his 
species. "After all-you roirdered your way to control of 
the Guild. I have but to wait, and it's mine." 

"Is not patience a virtue, even among the assassins?" 
Bossk pushed the other council merrber aside, knocking 



him against the smaller figure of Zuckuss. The 
Trandoshan stepped up to the crescent-shaped table, 
directly in Ifont of Boba Fett. One clawed hand grasped 
the goblet by its stem 'To your health." Bossk drained 
the contents, then threw the goblet a^inst the wall 
behind; it clanged like a bell, then rolled clattering across 
the hard stone tiles of the floor. "However bng it lasts." 

"1 suppose"-Fett returned the other's g 3 ze-"it'll last long 
enoi^" 

Dark wine seeped around Bossk's langs as he leaned 
toward Fett. 'You ni^t fool the others," he whispered, 

'but you're not fooling me. 1 don't know what your ^me 
is-but 1 don't worry about you knowing nine." His voice 
dropped lower and more guttural as he brou^ his snout 
almost against the visor of Fett's helmet. 'Til be a brother 
to you, all ri^. And 1 know how, believe me. 1 had 
brothers when 1 was spawned. And you know what?" 
Bossk's breath smelled of wine and blood. 'T ate them" 
He turned and strode away, toward the council 
charrber's doors. One of Bossk's clawed feet connected 

with thp Rmntv onblet he had thrnwn sendino it skittering 



a^inst the wall like a tiny droid whose circuits had been 
scooped out. The other bounty hunter, Zuckuss, glanced 
around at the watching laces, then ran after Bossk. 

Sitting next to Boba Fett, Cradossk heaved a si^ 

"Don't judge us too harshfy, rry ftiend." Cradossk took 
the ftagon from the tray being held near him and refilled 
his own goblet. He knocked that back and filled it a^ia 

"Sometimes our get-togethers go a little better than this.. 


10 

'You've been a long time away," said the Errperor. The 
ancient, withered head slowly nodded. "Many are the 
stars you travel among." 

"All mf journeying is in your service." Prince Xizor 
inclined his head, a courtly signal of submissioa The dark 
serpent of his topknot brushed across his shoulder. 


'And to the glory of the Efnpire. 



"Well spoken, as always." Snperor Palpatine swiveled 
his throne toward another section of the immense room 

"Whatever else might be said of him, you rrust agree that 
the prince has a way with words. Don't you think so, 
Vader?" 

Xizor turned toward the hologram of the dark-caped 
figure-an intinidatingly life-sized ima^, transmitted Ifom 
the Devastator, Lord Vadefs personal flagship. Don't try 
it on this one, Xizor warned himself He had witnessed 
too many examples of what happened to those whose 
words caused the Dark Lord of the Sith to bse patience. 
The Emperor ni^t be keeping him on a short leash. But 
one long enou^ thou^ Xizor, to reach rry throat. 

'Your judgrnent, ra/ lord, exceeds nine." Vader kept his 
own words as dipbmatically inscrutable as the mask that 
concealed his lace. 'You know best where to place your 
trust." 

"Sometimes, Vader, I think you'd prefer it if I trusted no 
one but vou." The Emoeror nut his finaertbs toaether. 



Behind him, framed in the towering windows of the 
throne room, the curved arms of the galaxy extended, 
like shoals of gems in an ink-black sea. Bebw the stars, 
the towers and massive shapes of Imperial City rolled 
like the crests of a frozen sea across the hidden surface 
of Coruscant, a monument in durasteel to both the 
arrbition and the grasp of Palpatine. "I see into so many 
creatures' hearts, and all 1 find there is fear. Which is as it 
should be." The deep-set eyes contemplated the empty 
ca^ formed by his hands, as thou^ envisioning the 
worlds bound by the finpire's power. "But when I look 
into yours, Vader, I see ... something else." Like a 
hooded mendicant rather than the ruler of worlds. 
Emperor Palpatine peered throu^ the angles of his 
fingers. 

"Something almost like . . . desire." Prince Xizor 
managed to keep his own smile from showing Desire 
among the Falleen, his species, meant only one thing His 
cruel beauty, the sharpty chiseled planes of his lace, and 
his regal bearing corrbined with a pheromone-rich rrusk 
that evaded all conscious senses, were what put a female 
of any world under his command. Humanoid female, of a 



type pleasing to his own sense of aesthetics; if the 
meniiers of the more repulsive of the galaj^s species 
were similarly aflected, that was not something he had 
yet felt the need to put to the test. 

"It is only the desire to serve you," said Lord Vader. 
"And the Empire." 

"Of course; what else could it be?" Palpatine smiled 
indulgent^, an eflect no less intimidating than any other 
expression that moved across his age-creased lace. 

"But 1 am surrounded by those who wish to serve me. 
Xizor, ibr one-" The Ehperor's hand ^stured toward 
him 

"He says all the same things as you do. If you are closer 
to what's left of rry heart, Vader, if ibr the moment I 
place more trust in you than 1 do in others, it's because of 
something beyond words." 

"Actions," said Xizor with cold hauteur, "indicate more 
than words. Judge my loyalty by what I achieve for the 
Empire." 



"And what is that?" Vader's image turned the force of his 
penetrating ^ze upon Xizor. 'You scurry about on your 
n^terious, self-appointed errands, your rounds of those 
whose devotion to our cause is somewhat less than ideaL 
Fear motivates many creatures, but there are still those 
who believe their mea^r cunning can line their pockets. 
Criminals, conspirators, thieves, and builders of their own 
little empires-you know too many of those types, Xizor. I 
sometimes wonder what their attraction is for you." 

Standing a^inst Vader-even in this insubstantial form- 
was like lacing radiation hard enou^ to strip flesh Ifom 
bone. Not for the first time Xizor felt an invisible hand 
settle around his throat. His own willpower kept the 
breath sliding in and out of his kings. But if Vader were to 
unleash his complete wrath, the force of will mi^ not be 
enou^ Xizor had seen others, the highest-ranking 
officers in the Empire's forces, clutching their throats and 
gasping for air, writhing like a Dantooinian garfish cau^ 
on a barbed trawling line. Perhaps wisely, Vader tended 
to avoid such displays in Ifont of the Emperor; why tempt 
the old man into showing how rruch greater was his own 



mastery or me rorce mat penetraiea ana noma me 
^laxy together? 

'There is no attraction ibr me, Lord Vader." As always 
before, he wondered just how much Vader knew. How 
mich he rri^ suspect, and how rmch he could prove. 
Vadefs disdain for the galaxy's less reputable schemers 
and thugs was well known; he dealt with such as bounty 
hunters only on rare occasions. Which is to ny benefit, 
thou^t Xizor. For Vader and the Imperial hi^ 
command, criminals and mercenaries were all vermin that 
would be swept away, and soon if their latest plans went 
as expected. So that kind is left to me-he had built his 
own shadow empire, that of the Black Sun, out of 
exactly such rejected dre^. If the finperor and Vader 
didn't want to dirty their hands, then he had no such 
tender scruples. 

"1 do what 1 mist," said Xizor, not untruthful^. The lact 
that he was still standing here, in finperor Palpatine's 
private sanctuary, and not cut down by the Emperor's or 
Vadefs swift wrath, indicated that Black Sun still 
operated in the eclipse of its secrecy, for now, thought 
Xizor. He turned toward the Emoeror. 'This sacrifice." 



he lied, "I also make on your behaK Jud^ as well, those 
who think it beneath them" 

"Exeellent." The Enperor displayed a cold smile. "If you 
had no other value to rre, Xizor, I would still require your 
presence, just for the . . . stirmlating effect you have on 
Lord Vader." 

He already hates rry entrails, thou^t Xizor as he glanced 
over at the black-robed figure. Nothing had been lost in 
this exchan^. 

"But you still haven't answered rry questions." The 
Enperor leaned forward, his sharp ^ze listening on 
Xizor. '1 summoned you here for a reason. Let us set 
aside, for the time being, all this finctious conparison 
between your loyalty and that of Lord Vader. You say 
you have been busy on rry behalf ..." 

"Onyours, rry lord, and the Empire's." 

"One and the same thing, Xizor. As all the worlds shall 
soon know." The Enperor settled back in the throne. 



"Very well Your doings are not something which you 
have discussed with either Lord Vader or n^eH Either 
you have shown eommendable initiative-or foolhardy 
rashness." Any trace of arrusement had drained out of 
the finperofs voice. "Now is your chance to eonvince 
me that the former is the case." 

He had known that this time would eome. It was one 
thing to go out and set one's schemes in motion-that was 
the easy part-but it was another to come back here and 
defend those schemes when one's life or death depended 
upon eloquence. And, thought Xizor, tying eloquence, at 
that. 

"As great as your empire is, ny ford, it is still at peril" 
The eorrbined gaze of Vader and the Enperor made him 
feel as transparent as glass, as thou^ their mastery over 
the Force enabled them to bok strai^ mto the essence 
he kept so carefolty shielded. "Great are your powers, 
but they are still not enou^ to achieve all that you want." 

'You say nothing new." Contempt showed m the 
Emperor's eyes. 'That is the same thing that rt^^ admirals 
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leu rrc. iney are noi oeiievers, as ix)ru vauer is; iney 
doubt the existence of any power that they cannot 
unleash with the push of a button. They doubt, even 
when they've had the edifying experience of feeling the 
Force crushing the life out of them Doubt weakens and 
makes fools out of such creatures." An unwavering hand 
raised and pointed toward Xizor. 'You're not such a 
fool, are you?" Xizor bowed his head. "1 do not doubt, 
rry lord." 

'Thafs why fm still listening to you." The Dn perofs 
hand lowered and stroked the arm of the throne. 

"My patience is such, however, that 1 listen to the 
Imperial admirals as well, fools that they are. Even fools 
say wise things, from time to time. And that is why 1 gave 
permission for their great project, the construction of 
what they called the Death Star-" 

'You should have listened to me," said Vader. The rush 
of his breath sounded louder and angrier. 'The Rebellion 
was growing even then, and the admirals wasted your 
time on such folfy. 1 told them that the Death Star, when 
it was completed, would be a machine and nothing more. 



Its power would be nothing compared to that which you 
already possess." Vadeds voice darkened in tone, 
indicating the depths of his annihilating temper. "And I 
was proved right, was I not, rry brd?" 

"Indeed you were, Vader." The Emperor ^ve a single 
nod. 'But even in the wretchedness of their folly, my 
admirals were still ri^t about one thing Their little minds 
are made of the same unenli^tened stuff as are the minds 
of most of the gplaj^s inhabitants. They see thin^ the 
same way-and other thin^ are invisible to them The Jedi 
Kni^ts are no bnger; they were the only ones, other 
than ourselves, who coub see the Force for what it is. 
These lesser creatures are blmd to that which moves the 
stars m all the worlds' skies and the blood in the veins of 
those below. They need something they can see-that was 
what rry admirals hoped to give them with the Death 
Star. Its power-such as it was-lay within the 
comprehension of all the lesser creatures; it woub have 
evoked the fear and obedience that the subtleties of the 
Force would take a great deal bn^r to achieve. You 
were ri^ that it was a machine and nothing more. But 
still a usefol machine. A tool When all that is required is 



a tommer, i is tolly to turn the universe's pnmal energy to 
such rrundane purposes." 

Darth Vader stood unmoved by the Errperor's words. '1 
trust that you will remerrber one thing. A hammer can be 
broken, as can any other tool The Death Star was 
destroyed. But the Force is etemaL" 

'1 won't forget, \hder. But for now, all such simple tools 
are the concern of rry admirals. Let them occupy 
themselves with building better ones, if they caa We 
have already distracted ourselves from our purpose 
here." The Emperor turned back toward Prince Xizor. 
'You say the Empire is at risk. You tell me nothing new. I 
am aware of the threat presented by the Rebel Alliance-a 
threat that will be extinguished in due time. But the level 
of your concern, Xizor, is what I find surprising It 
sounds like doubt to me, no matter what you say to the 
contrary. And doubt should be eliminated at the source." 

"Not doubt, but the truth" The ed^s of XedPs own 
intricately stitched robes trailed across his boots as he 
folded his arms across his chest. 'You cannot vanquish 
the Alliance without creating new threats to your 



authority. As your power increases and becomes closer 
to absolute, so does an unavoidable hazard. A hazard 
that is woven into the very liber of the Bnpire." 

"He speaks nonsense, my lord." 

"Nonsense to those who cannot see." Xizor gazed from 
the comer of his eye at the black-gprbed figure standing 
next to him 'Perhaps Lord Vader is blinded by the 
Force. Afler all, his mastery of it is not equal to your 
own" The invisible hand Xizor felt at his throat suddenly 
ti^ened, as hard and constricting as an iron band. Even 
Vader's mere ima^ had the power to kill Xizor's chin 
was thrust backward, the vision in his eyes filled with 
trapped blood. 

"Leave him be, \hder." The Emperor's voice came from 
somewhere beyond that darkening red cloud. 'Tm 
intrigued by what he has to say. 1 want to hear the rest. 
Beibre 1 make rry decision" 

The hand let go, and breath flooded back into Xizor's 
lungs. He had kept his arms folded throu^ut the brief 
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had seen Vader's other, weaker victims do. But I won't 
forget, brooded Xizor. The other's touch, invisible or not, 
was an aflfont to the hau^ity pride that was 
characteristic of all Falleens. The day would come when 
all such oflenses would be paid for. 

"1 speak better," said Xizor, "when the Enperor keeps a 
ti^ leash on his underlings." His voice rasped in his 
throat; when he swallowed, he tasted his own blood. 
'But the quality of those who serve rry brd is exactly that 
on which I need to speak." His slit-pupiled gqze took in 
Vader and the Enperor. 'You have both spoken of the 
fools who serve the Empire; necessary fools, but fools 
nonetheless. Do you think the situation is going to get any 
better, especially now that the Rebellion courts all those 
with an independent streak to their natures?" A sneer 
sounded in Vader's voice. 'They seal their lates with their 
'independent' natures, as you describe them The Rebels 
will be crushed." 

"Undoubtedly so," said Xizor. "But that day of triunph is 
dekyed by the Enperofs own power. That seems a 
riddle, but it is one that can be solved by those with eyes 



to see. 


"Go on." The Ertperor ^stored toward Xizor. 'You 
have rry M attentioa Make sure you use it welL" He 
had prepared ibr this moment; the words were ateady 
ehosen He had onfy to speak them And then await the 
outcome of his garrble. 

"As I said The problem is with those who serve you" 
Xizor pointed to the hi^ transparisteel windows behind 
the throne, with their vista of limitless stars. "On all the 
worlds that are within your grasp, those who resist your 
power will be crushed; Lord Vader speaks the truth 
about that. But what does that leave you? Fools such as 
the Imperial admirals; fools who cannot even recogpize 
the existence of the Force. If they are not fools before 
they enter your service, they become so soon after. How 
can it be otherwise? Your power annihilates their will, 
their capacity to judge and make decisions, their ability to 
operate on their owu Not everyone in the galaxy has a 
nature as strong as nine or Lord Vader's." 

'This is true," said Enperor Palpatine. "And it is not a 
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have gone over to the side of the Rebellion, and I 
recognize their strengths. It is a cruel waste to destroy 
them, no matter how necessary that mi^ be." His voice 
dropped, low and rrusing "How rmch better it would be 
if they could be brought over to our side. . . ." Xizor 
concealed a shiver of disgust. As iar-reaching as his own 
arrbitions were, they paled by conparison to Palpatine's. 
There was something in the withered figure that didn't 
want just to control the flaxy's sentient creatures, but to 
consume them the way a greedy Hutt swallowed its 
wriggling food. The small and weak ones will go first, 
thou^t Xizor. And then someday it'll be the turn of 
Vader and me. That would be the reward for their 
loyally. To be consumed last... 

Survival as well as arrbition had dictated the ere ation of 
Black Sun The Rebels were brave idiots to openly 
oppose the Ehperor's mi^; for himsellj Xizor had 
already decided that an existence in the shadows, the 
darkness in which criminals always wrapped themselves, 
was preferable to the Enpire's insatiable appetite. 

'There are those," said Xizor, "who would prefer death 



rather than serve the Enpire." 

Palpatine ^ve a small shrug. "So be it." 

'But in the meantime you must deal with those whom you 
do command. And many of those are-let us be realistic 
about this, rry lord-not of the first caliber. Some were 
bom fools, others achieved idiocy throng their own 
efforts, but many of the rest simpfy had their minds and 
spirits obliterated by your power." Xizor unfolded his 
arms so he could spread his hands apart, palms outward. 

"Fear is an efiective motivator, but it is also a corrosive 
one. It has an eflect inside those who sufier it-" 

"Are you one of those, Xizor?" 

He shook his head. "Since I do not fear death, I do not 
fear that which ni^ cause it. I fear your disapproval, rry 
lord." Another lie. "If your displeasure is sufficient cause 
for rry death, then I will have earned that late." 

'You haven't displeased me," said the Emperor. 'Yet. 
Continue." 



"Not many of your servants, rry lord, would risk your 
an^r by telling you what you need to know. If some call 
me rash"-he glanced over at Vader-"you nevertheless 
ni^t come to value mf excess of courage. For this is the 
truth That which makes you powerful, that makes 
sentient creatures into tools in your hands, is the same 
thing that makes those tools weak and ineflective. It is an 
unavoidable concomitant of great power. There are those 
that I command, though not at a scale conparable to 
you, and I can see it in their eyes. And if you wish to 
crush the Rebelon, you will need the strongest possible 
fbrees at your call I have contacts, spies that I have 
planted within the Alliance, and they have informed me of 
both the Rebels' plans and their determination to aehieve 
them They'll stop at nothing to aehieve your overthrow; 
thafs how insane their hun^r for freedom is." He 
understood how the Rebels felt; if he hadn't cast his lot in 
with Black Sun, he could easily have joined the Alliance. 
'You will win, of course, rry lord; power such as yours 
always wins. But not without cunning, and not without the 
services of your underling. And thafs where the 
problem lies. The more overwhelming the control that 



you establBti over your empire, ana as more ana more or 
the universe's sentient creatures come under your donin 
ion, the more you risk losing the very elements you need 
to complete your ^ki^-wide hegemony and defend it 
from the small but growing forces of the Rebellion" Lord 
Vader spoke up. "At one time I would have said that 
such words were nonsense, if not cbse to treason 
However, I'm Ibrced to admit that Prince Xizor may 
speak truth I would not have had the difiiculties that I've 
experienced with the Imperial hi^ command if their 
brains were not addled with cowardice. But then, if your 
admirals were wiser creatures, the Death Star would not 
have been destroyed so easily." 

'Precisely so." Things were going better than Xizor had 
hoped; to have Vader agree with him about anything was 
a surprise. 'The Umpire, by its very nature, destroys that 
which it needs to grow and survive. Take the Imperial 
stormtroopers, for example; you have trained them to 
obey, to li^t, and to die in the service of the Empire . . . 
but not to think. The same holds true with practically 
everyone else throughout the Empire's chain of 
command, ri^t up to the topmost ranks; most of your 
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capability of deep analysis or real curming that's all been 
beaten out of them, crushed by your power. But the 
fledgling elements of the Rebellion do possess those 
characteristics; that's why they're in the Rebellion. 
Foolish they may be, to the point of being suicidal; 
nevertheless, their rebellious nature is exactly that which 
makes them a threat to the Empire." The Emperor 
nodded, rmlling over Xizofs words. 

'You're very ebquent on this matter. I don't have to 
wony about you showing initiative, do 1?" Palpatine 
raised his head, showing his unpleasant smile. "So what 
would you have me do about rry servants? Perhaps I 
should just be ... kinder to them Would that work?" 
Sareasm turned his voice darker and uglier. 'Dr else I 
should just throw away the power 1 hold over them But 
then, what power would I have left?" 

"If s not a matter of throwing away power, rry lord. Even 
as they are, your servants have their uses. A hammer 
doesn't need a mind or a spirit to fullill the purpose of he 
who holds it. Your admirals obey your orders; that is 
sufficient for them The hnperial stomtroopers are tools 



for creating the desired level of terror on your subject 
planets; they would be less terrilying if they were capable 
of thou^. But they are like machines, right to the core 
that no longer exists in them; set upon their course, they 
obey and die and kill, with no possibility of swaying them 
from their orders, by appeal to reason or emotion. That 
is how it should be; that is how these servants are most 
useful to you and to the Eftpire's glory." With a nod of 
his head, Xizor indieated the stars slowly wheeling behind 
the throne. "Nothing is achieved by throwing away those 
tools, rry lord, however limited their uses may be. But 
what you rrust find are other tools, ones that are not 
within the absolute grasp of your power." 

"1 think," said the Enperor, "that I already have such 
tools, and such servants. Standing here in front of me." 

"Just so." Lord Vader's ima^ regarded Xizor for a 
moment, then turned agpin toward the Enperor. "And 
you must decide whether such a tool's usefulness is 
greater or less than the danger it represents to the 
Empire." Back to where we were before, thou^t Xizor. 
If Vader had appeared to agree with him, it had been 



only lor a nxinKni. /\nu oniy lor me purpose or unving 
another wedge between the Emperor and any of Vader's 
rivals ibr influence. Someday he and I will come to grips 
with each other. With grim determination, Xizor looked 
forward to that conlrontation with Darth Vader. And 
then we'll settle thin^, once and for all 

The Emperor spoke up. "When that happens," Palpatine 
said coolly, "it will be a judgjnent laid upon you as well, 
Lord Vader." 

"Let your judgjnent be on our accomplishments, rry 
lord." Xizor's gesture took in both himself and Vader. 

"And on our service to you. But as 1 said, the Empire 
requires other servants and tools. And those earmot be 
such as your stormtroopers and admirals, or even such 
as Lord Vader and rryself To destroy the Rebellion, to 
crush once and for all the resistanee that has grown 
a^inst your power, you mist employ those who have 
sworn no loyalty to you." 

"1 think, Prinee Xizor, that you may be increasing the 
dangers to the Empire rather than lessening them" 



'Then I have yet to make ny meaning clear to you, rry 
lord. Extraordinary times require extraordinary measures. 
The day will come when the Rebellion is no more, when 
your grasp of all the flaxy's worlds will be final and 
never-ending Then you will have no need of servants 
and tools with minds of their own You may, perhaps, 
have no need of me. But that is no concern of mine; rry 
late is nothing compared to the gbry of the Enpire. But 
that time is not yet here. In this time you rrust take into 
your hand the most dan^rous tools. If a vibroblade's 
edge is sharp enou^ to cut both ways, then he who uses 
it rrust be careful But the only thing more dangerous than 
picking it up is the failure to do so." 

'You've thou^ this over a great deal. Prince Xizor." The 
Enperor's cold, deep-set eyes studied him '1 can hear in 
your words the sound of well-polished gears meshing 
together. You seek to convince me. Very well; you have. 
To some degree. But what 1 haven't heard from you is 
what these sharp-edged tools are, that 1 should bend to 
n^ purposes." 


"That answer is verv simnle." said Xizor. "The tools vou 



need are those individuals known as the bounty hunters." 

Vadeds words broke in, deeper and even more 
contenptiilled. "We have gone here from iblfy to 
madness. What the prince seeks to convince you of is 
nonsense. We waste our time even contenplating it. 
While Prince Xizor amises himself with these idiotic 
notions, the Rebellion marshals its forces and conspires 
a^inst the Enpire." 

'Your antipathy to the prince's sug^stion seems 
somewhat extreme, Lord Vader." Beneath the 
unadorned hood, the Enperor's head tilted to one side. 
"Have you not enployed bounty hunters yourself from 
time to time? You have even spoken to me of one, that 
rather enigmatic individual named Boba Fett. He's been a 
bounty hunter for bng enou^ to have gained a 
reputation nearly as fearinspiring as your own" 

"A bounty hunter has his uses," said Vader stiilfy. 

'The prince is correct about that. But they are limited. If 
I've given a few of your credits to any of them, Boba Fett 
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jobs dirty enou^ to match their own mercenary natures. 
Bounty hunters come from the sewers of the galaxy, they 
find it agreeable to troll throu^ various criminal dens, 
sinkholes of depravity that can be found on any nuntier 
of planets, and locate those whose greed rather than 
misplaced idealism has brou^ them into contact with the 
Rebellion Scum seeks out other scum; even our Imperial 
stomtroopers are incapable of anything but the most 
rudimentary searches throu^places like that." 

"Exactly," said Ximr. 'Even if those were the only uses 
that bounty hunters had, they would still be of 
irreplaceable value to the Ehpire. But they have more 
than that. Lord Vader uses the word 'mercenary'; he 
speaks perhaps more tellingly than he realizes." He could 
sense, even through the dark lenses of Vader's mask, the 
angry reaction his words provoked. "A bounty hunter is 
just that a mercenary. Boba Fett and the others like him 
will do anything Ibr credits. It is greed and not fear that 
drives them, and that abne marks them as difiereitt from 
your admirals and stomtroopers, rry lord. Violence is a 
commodity Ibr the bounty hunters, not merety the result 
of tbllowin 2 orders. Creatures such as those that serve in 



the Bipire's mflitary forces are blind to the deaths and 
terror they create; they do as rruch as they are told to, 
and then they stop, like ehildreris toys whose power 
sources have run down Bounty hunters, on the other 
hand, seek to maximize the return from their efibrts; they 
have an entrepreneurial attitude rarely found, if ever, 
among your followers." 

'Thou^ it is found often enou^" said Vader, "among 
the galaxy's erininalelasses." 

The suspieion struck Xizor once again, about just how 
mich Vader knew. Or could prove. The diflerence 
between those conditions might be what kept Vader 
silent. For now, thou^t Xizor. 

"If you are referring to such creatures as the Hutts, you 
are correct." Xizor pointed to the windows full of stars. 
"And there are others besides them, working away, 
building up their own little enpires and spheres of 
influence. They'll be dealt with, eventual^. The only 
reasons we should not eliminate them right now is that the 
Rebellion is a more pressing concern, and the Hutts and 



tneir Uk; provide an environment tor me oouniy tiunters to 
flourish in And that is to our advantage. Criminals such 
as the inlamous Jabba keep the merrbers of the Bounty 
Hunters Guild fed on a regular basis so that they're 
available for our purposes whenever we need them; 
independent operators such as Boba Fett find a way to 
survive, and even prosper, no matter what. Since bounty 
hunters deliver their services to the hi^st bidder, the 
Enpire can always get the best ones to take care of our 
dirty work, as Lord Vader would call it. And ri^ now 
there is a great deal of dirty work that must be dealt 
with" 

"Sewers," grated Vader, "and the vermin that live in them 
are belter dealt with by draining rather than tying down in 
them" 

'The Rebellion doesn't have the same sort of scruples 
that you do. Lord Vader." Xizor redded the black- 
robed figure throu^ narrowed eyes. "And that is why the 
Rebellion is a growing dan^r to us. The Rebels' 

desperation leads them to places that the Imperial 
stomtroopers and all our spies and informers are 



incapable of entering-or if they do go in there, they don't 
come back out except as corpses. The creatures that live 
in those shadows may be scum, but they are clever scum, 
for the most part. The Rebellion can deal with them, but 
the Ertpire can't. We need intermediaries that are just as 
clever and ruthless, and the only ones that fit the 
requirements are the bounty hunters." 

'Your bickering does not interest me." The Enperor's 
voice was like the lash of a whip, pulling both Vader's 
and Xizor's attention toward the throne. Palpatine's hard 
gaze shifted toward Xizor. 'Even if what you say is true- 
even ilj Xizor, you have convinced me that your words 
contain any wisdom-there are still problems with the 
course you recommend. True, I prefer terror and fear to 
any other 1 means of ensuring obedience to rry 
commands; fear obliterates sentient creatures' 

essences, and that is always a worthwhile result. But I 
have no absolute aversion to buying the services the 
Empire requires, whether from bounty hunters or anyone 
else. Perhaps Boba Fett and the others have no spirits to 
be eradicated; if there is still something within them that 



can be driven by greed, men i can use mat. But you stui 
have not convinced me that these bounty hunters are the 
efficient tools you say they are." 

"My lord, I speak only ob" 

"Silence." The Emperor grasped the throne's arms and 
leaned forward, ^ze boring into the slit pupils of Xizor's 
eyes. 'There is little that I do not know of in this galaxy. I 
know more than you can imagine, Xizor; remerrber that. 
And 1 know a great deal about Boba Fett and the 
others, the ones who belong to the Bounty Hunters 
Guild. Before you ever came to try court, I was aware of 
Fett; not everything that you re^d as a nystery about 
him is a secret to me. He wears the armor of the 
Mandalorian warriors; he's earned the ri^ to that armor, 
by his own prowess. Lord Vader possesses some of the 
knowledge that belon^d to the Mandabrians; I pos sess 
more. Believe me, you deal with Boba Fett at your own 
peril But in that, he is unique among the bounty hunters. 
You recommend them to me as tools that I can use 
a^inst the Rebellion; I say that mdbates you are a fool 
Xizor. The Bounty Hunters Guild is a joke in which I find 
no arrusement." 



Xizor bowed his head. 'You anticpate the arguments 
that I wish to make, try brd." 

"[ anticipate nothing but more idiotic prattle from you. 
The bounty hunters with which you display such an 
obsession are a lading remnant of what they once were. 
The Bounty Hunters Guild is an organization of senile, 
aging creatures and inconpetent young burrblers. If any 
of them had the least amount of skills, they would wash 
their hands of the Guild and go independent like Boba 
Fett."Deep disgust sounded in the finperofs voice. 'The 
Guild merrbers band together and cling to each other 
because they know they would have no chance in the 
galaxy on their own That's why Boba Fett has nothing to 
do with them" 

"On that point, rry lord, I mist respectfrilfy offer a 
correction" Xizor displayed a thin smile. 'The renowned 
Boba Fett, the most feared bounty hunter in the ^laxy, 
has already applied fer merrbership in the Guild. And I 
anticipate that Cradossk and the others on the Bounty 
Hunters Guild council will have no objection to his 



becoming one ot meir number.'' 


'That is impossible." Vader's words were flatly emphatie. 
"I have had enough experience with Boba Fett to know 
that he would never do such a thing He values his 
independence too rruch, and he has nothing but 
eontempt for the Bounty Hunters Guild. You've gone 
fromunamising jests, Prince Xizor, to unconvincing lies." 

"I neither jest nor lie, Lord Vader." He turned back 
toward the Emperor on the throne. "Boba Fett has 
applied Ibr merrbership in the Bounty Hunters Guild at 
mf instig^tioa He does not know that it was rry idea that 
he should do so, or that his actions in this matter serve 
the purposes of the Enpire. I used an intermediary to 
plant the notion in Boba Fett's head, one whose 
discretion is suffieient Ibr this task." Xizor had no 
intention of revealing his involvement with the asserrbler 
Kud'ar Mub'at; to do so would only heighten Vader's 
suspieions about his network of shady and outri^ 
eriminal eonlacts. "As with everything he does, Boba 
Fett's actions in this matter are motivated by his own 
greed." As were Kud'ar Mub'at's; he had gone to the 
asserrbler and nitched the scheme to it as the leader of 



the Black Sun organization, and not as the loyal servant 
of the Ehperor. "His greed matches that of the a^d 
Cradossk and all the rest of the Bounty Hunters Guild. 
They all think they have something to gain by this change 
in their relationship to each other. But it is really you, 
Enperor Palpatine, that shall reap all the benefits." 

'This makes no sense," growled Vader. 'How could 
Boba Fett be convinced that it would be to his advantage 
to join the Bounty Hunters Guild?" 

Xizor turned his knowing half smile in Vadefs direction. 
"It is a rather simpler matter than you think. My 
intermediary convinced Boba Fett to join the Guild, not 
to be one of the Guild's merrbers-but to be the agent of 
its destruction." 

The Buperor nodded in appreciation. "1 begin to see 
aspects of your guile. Prince Xizor, of which 1 had not 
been aware." 

"In your service, ir^ lord. Think of it You are as 
knowledgeable as Lord Vader about Boba Fett's nature. 
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the ^laxy. Placed in the context of the Bounty Hunters 
Guild, those elements are bound to be disruptive. Sharp 
divisions already exist among the Guild's merrbers, 
between the old leadership of the council merrbers like 
Cradossk, and the younger bounty hunters such as his 
soir The Bounty Hunters Guild is in many ways a 
microcosm of the Republic that your empire has replaced 
an aging, brrreaucratic conglomerate with its best days lar 
behind it. Where once the Guild was nearfy as ruthless 
and efficient as Boba Fett, it now parcels out assignments 
to its merrbers, divides up territories and responsibilides, 
pays off the galar^s various law-enforcement agencies, 
shares out the steadify diminishing proceeds to its 
menbers, always with more going to the leadership, less 
to the lower-ranking bounty hunters who are still doing 
the hard and dangerous work upon which the 
or^nization depends. So, naturally, those younger 
menbers, if they have any inteDi^nce and self interest at 
all, spend more time trying to claw their way up throng 
the Guild's ranks than actually chasing bounties." 

Xizor let his own contenpt sound in his voice. The late of 
the Bountv Hunters Guild was sorrEthme that he was not 



going to let happen to Black Sun; in that, he had taken a 
leaf from Emperor Palpatine's book. Autocracy, even 
tyranny, was how one kept an orgpnization tou^ and 
alive. 

'The Republic deserves to die. Prince Xizor." The 
Emperor raised one hand from the throne's arm "It 
sounds as if you have passed a similar judgment upon the 
Bounty Hunters Guild." 

"1 did that which I knew you would want me to do, rry 
lord. Your attention is ibcused upon the wei^est 
matters of the ^laxy and its translbrmation If om 
indolence and democracy to a hard, shining instrument of 
your wilL The late of the Bounty Hunters Guild, while 
necessary for us to determine to your satislaction, is but a 
small part of that process. And easify achieved, given a 
wisdom that is but a reflection of your owa The Guild is 
tottering, riven by the antagonistic ibrces it contains. If 
the council of the Bounty Hunters Guild had but a 
fraction of your wisdom, try brd, they would never allow 
Boba Fett to become a merrber; they would be able to 
foresee the doom that he brings into their midst. But their 



greed blinds them; all they will be able to envi sion is the 
possibility of his skills bringing more ered its into the 
Guild's eofiers. The youn^r merrbers of the Guild will 
see that as well, and their greed will also be stiradated. 
Eaeh group will try to bring Boba Fett exelusively onto 
their side, and thus the delicate balance that has kept the 
Guild in one pieee will be destroyed." 

'You've put rmch thought into this, Prince Xizor." The 
Emperor's bony lin^r pointed toward him "If all goes as 
you believe it will, then there will be rewards for you as 
well" 

"How can it not proceed as I have envisioned?" Xizor 
raised his head, bringing his eyes strai^ into the 
Emperor's intimidating gpze. "My intermediary has 
eonvinced Boba Fett of the advantages he will gain by 
the destruction of the Bounty Hunters Guild; that is why 
he has gone along with this scheme. The Guild is still an 
annoyance to him, a hindrance to his own enterprises. 
Burrblers the Guild's merrbers may be, but they still 
manage to get in Fett's way from time to time. With the 
Guild broken up and dispersed, nothing would stand 
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bounty-hunter trade. The fees he ehar^s for his services 
are already astrononieal; with no competition to turn to, 
eHents such as the Hurts would have to pay whatever 
Fert demands." 

'That may be so," said Vader. "But what benefit does the 
Empire derive Irom the destruction of the Bounty Hunters 
Guild? We can already pay Boba Fert anything he asks 
for, but I see no advanta^ in being forced to pay him 
more than he's worth" 

"What the Empire gets," replied Xizor, "is a return to the 
time before the creation of the Bounty Hunters Guild. A 
time when the flaxy's mereenaries were all as 
independent, hungry, and ruthless as Boba Fert. A time 
when they were at each other's throats, with no pretense 
of brotherhood. When the bounty hunters' greed was not 
limited by the strictures of the bureaucracy they have 
sealed around themselves. .Cradossk and the others of 
his generation have grown lat and la^, somnolent within 
the protective walls of the Guild. Eventual^, the Guild 
and all that remain part of it will wither away and die-but 
we eannot wait for that time to eome. The Rebellion is a 



threat now. The Ertpire needs many creatures like Boba 
Fett, hungry and greedy, and independent enough to 
carry out our dirty work. The younger bounty hunters in 
the Guild chafe at its wei^ pressing upon their 
shoulders, its chains tangled around their feet. To destroy 
the Bounty Hunters Guild would be to free them-ri^ 
into the service of the Empire." 

'You overvalue these scum-" 

"I think not." The Emperor interrupted Vader. 'Prince 
Xizor speaks trufy when he says that the forces under rry 
command cannot do that which the bounty hunters are 
capable of Or that they would be capable olj if the Guild 
were eliminated. Greed is valuable to me onfy if it is 
corrbined with a capacity for violence-and that capacity 
is exactly what would be unleashed when the Bounty 
Hunters Guild is no more. The survivors, whichever ones 
are left alter Boba Fett's presence has shattered the 
or^nization, will be forced to adapt to a harsher, less 
protected existence, one in which they can survive only 
by placing their boot soles on the throats of those who 
had been their brothers onty a short time before." The 
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rmperors caiei smie wiueneu. we wui mve, our 
choice of them-each sava^ and driven by their 
unchecked appetites. The prince is ri^; these tools will 
be sharp and nurderous, indeed." 

"My brd flatters me." Xizor spread his hands, palms 
outward. 'It is only the wisdom I have received from you 
that has guided bothrry thoughts and deeds." 

'You are the flatterer, Xizor; in that, you do not deceive 
me. But your value to me has been enhanced by what 
you have done in this regard." The Emperor's smile 
laded, replaced by a hard gpze. 'You have taken a 
considerable gantile in proceeding with your little 
scheme before consulting with me; if you had not been 
successful in convincing me of its worth, the 
consequences to you would have been severe. 

'T know that, ny lord. But time and events press upon 
us; the Rebeloris forces are not waiting for us to put our 
aliairs in order." 

Lord Vader's image shook its head, the points of light 
from the stars glistening on the black surface of his 



helmet "Better that our trust should be put in the Foree. 
Its power is greater than anything that can be derived 
from all these petty manipulations. The Death Star, 
Prince XedPs unleashed bounty hunters-all these distract 
us from the Enpire's real strength" Vader raised a black 
list, as though crushing a rebellious world inside it. "Do 
not let yourself be swayed by the vain schemes of those 
who have no conception of the power inside you-" 

"Advise me not, Lord Vader." The Enperor's anger 
flared, like fire suddenly revealed beneath gray ashes. 

'You have some training in the Force's ways; you have 
even exceeded the training given to you by your vanished 
Jedi Masters. But do not presume to consider yourself 
ny equal" 

Xizor kept his silence, watching the confrontation 
between Palpatine and the black-garbed figure standing 
belbre him Let him sufler the Enperor's wrath, thou^ 
Xizor with a measure of satisiaction. The Enperor's 
seductive powers had created Vader, the call of the 
Force's dark side turning him into what he now was. The 
Ermeror could destrov Vader as well: Xizor was sure of 



it. And if that happened-Then ny most powerful eneny 
would be gone. And worlds would open before him The 
rays of the Black Sun would reach even farther across 
the ^laxy. Perhaps ... even as far as the shadows of the 
Enperor's hand. 

There would be another reward as well, if Vader's 
destruction came about. An even more satisljTng one, the 
reward of vengeance accomplished. That would be rry 
reward, brooded Xizor, not that of the Black Sun Vader 
had no idea-yet-of the hatred that was directed toward 
whatever was left of his heart. The Imperial records had 
been wiped clean-Xizor's credits and power had seen to 
that-of any trace of the deaths of his family on the planet 
Falleen, deaths brou^ about by Vader's own 
experiments in developing new forms of biological 
weaponry for the Bnpire. XizDr's parents, his brother 
and sisters, along with a quarter million other innocent 
Falleens, had been reduced to ashes by the sterilization 
lasers Vader's orders had turned upon the bacterial 
outbreak-but those ashes were still hot in XizDr's own 
heart. 





With his iace a mask, except for his narrowed gpze, he 
watched his enerry. 

'I mean no presimption, ny lord." Darth Vader bowed 
his head in submission 

'Yet it irks you if I show lavor to another of rt^^ 
servants." The lanperor smiled and nodded slowly. 
'Perhaps that is an indication of the depth of your loyally 
to me." His withered hand pointed to Vader and Xizor in 
turn 'Your animosity toward each other serves rry 
purposes well There is never a moment when you are 
not at each other's throats, seeking what advantage you 
can in your struggle to please me. So be it; it keeps your 
teeth sharp. That is why 1 think Prince Xizor's scheme 
has a chance, however slight, of succeeding The bounty 
hunters will be to each other what the two of you are 
hungry and ruthless. The stru^e will end someday, with 
one of you destroying the other, fm not sure which one 
of you will be the victor. And I do not greatly care, 
either." The Ertperor appeared to savor the possibilities. 

"In the meantime the Ertpire enjoys the benefits of your 
little war." 



One that I will win, thought Xizor. And after that, it 
would be time ibr other plans and schemes. For all his 
respectful words, the Force and the fanperods mastery 
of it meant nothing to him Of what use was the greatest 
power in the universe-if it even existed at all, and wasn't 
just some figment of Vader and Palpatine's imaginations- 
when it was in the hands of a Ibol? An aging one, at that, 
so obsessed with the Rebellion that he would allow a 
greater dan^r to him walk the corridors of his palace. 
He doesn't know, thou^ Xizor, keeping his own lace a 
mask as he gazed at the Bnperor. Despite having given 
himself over to the dark side of the Force, Emperor 
Palpatine didn't suspect what was still hidden in the 
shadows surrounding him 

"Go about your self appointed business, Xizor." The 
Emperor's hand made a dismissive gesture. 'You plot 
and work to bring about other creatures' destruction; this 
pleases me. Knowing what I do about Boba Fett and the 
members of the unibrtunate Bounty Hunters Guild, it is a 
process that I do not anticipate will take long to achieve 
the desired results. Come and report to me again when 



these sharper tools are ready to be delive red into rry 
grasp." 

"As you wish, rry lord." Xizor bowed, then turned. The 
edge of his caped robes flared with that motion, the thick 
rope of his bound hair swinging across the exposed 
ridges of his vertebrae. 

"I also will want to hear of your success." Lord Vader's 
hob ima^ spoke as Xizor strode from the Emperor's 
throne room "Or the lack thereof" Xizor couldn't help 
smiling to himself as he left the presence of the Emperor 
and his chief servant. There would be successes, of that 
he was confident. But not the kind they expected. 

"1 must warn you, ny lord." The great doors to the 
throne room had sealed shut once again, leaving Va-der 
in private consultation with the Buperor. "Better you 
should surround yourself with fools than one with such 
ambitions." 

'Your warning is acknowledged. Lord Vader." Emperor 
Palpatine g^ve a knowing smile. "But it is hardly 
necessary. Prince Xizor likes to keep secrets from me. 



But I see more deeply into his heart than he realizes." 

'Then let me eliminate him for you. And remove the 
possibility of his treaehery." 

"And eliminate as well the value he has for me?" The 
Emperor sbwfy shook his head. "He is a sharp-edged 
tool in himsefo \hder. He cuts throng difiiculties with 
ease. This scheme he has initiated a^inst the bounty 
hunters-it is a stroke of ^nius. Even Boba Fett, as smart 
as he is, will have Me conception of what forces have 
been brou^ a^inst him" The thin smile showed on the 
withered lace agaia 'There is a great satislaction that 
comes from turning a sentient creature's own strengths 
a^inst him Fett and the others like him will soon find out 
just how that works." Lord Vadefs ima^ was silent for 
a moment before speaking, words softer than his rasping 
breath. "And Prince Xizor?" 

"His time will come as well," said the Eftperor. "When he 
will leam the same." He ^ve the same gesture of 
dismissal with one hand, "Now go." The finperor turned 
his throne toward the stars, the vast reaches that 
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contenplate." 11 

The first quarters they gave him were hung with silken 
brocades, the richfy worked tapestries mirrored in the 
floors inlaid with precious metals. "I don't think so," said 
Boba Fett. 

He prevailed upon Cradossk's majordomo, an 
obsequious Twi'lek like the ones so often encountered in 
hi^ level service positions, to move him to a more 
spartan resideiKe in the Guild compound. It didn't take 
rmch to convince the nervously smiling and bowing 
creature to accede to his wishes; merely stating them and 
turning the threatening visage of his helmet toward the 
other was enou^ 

"I hope you'll And this more to your liking." The Twi'lek 
majordomo's name was Ob Fortuna; his head tails, the 
biflircated appendages that curved from his skull and 
rested on his shoulders like overfed snakes, glistened 
with a sheen of perspiration He reserrbled a distant clan 
member that Fett had seen in Jabba the Hurt's entourage. 
The little space, an enpty cubicle carved from the 



planetoid's underlying rock strata, and the corridor 
throng which he'd led Boba Fett, was chill enou^ to 
make his breath visible. The sweat was provoked by the 
bounty hunter's presence. "If there's anything else you 
require..." 

'This will do line." Boba Fett looked away from the 
Twi'lek and scanned the bare stone walls. "Leave me." 

'But of course." Bowing, the majordomo backed away 
toward the rou^hewn door. "I await Your 
Fearsomeness's commands." 

'Fine. Do it at a distance." Boba Fett kicked the bottom 
of the door to swing it shut. 'That's all I need from you 
r^itnow." 

He could hear the majordomo's steps running down the 
corridor, the sounds lading away until the space was 
silent except for a slow drip of water in one comer. A 
native insect, bristling with antennae and eyestaks-a 
miniature version of the council member that spoke in 
nothing but questions-had been aroused by the presence 
of humanoid bodv heat. It tried to escane as Boba Fett 



reached over with his armor-gloved hand, but his 
forefinger cracked the bu^s chitinous shell and left the 
tiny carcass smeared on the danp rock. Fett watched as 
a swarm of smaller creatures scurried away. Vermin and 
cold didn't bother him He'd been in worse places. This 
one had the advantage as well of being easify scoured for 
other bugs, the kind that would report one's words to 
Cradossk and his advisers. Fett hadn't even found it 
necessary to do a scan on the first room to which the 
Twflek had taken him, to know that the wall hangings 
had been studded with microscopic listening and 
observation devices. The old Trandosharis welcoming 
party, complete with drunk act, hadn't fooled him They 
know something's up, thought Fett. The Bounty Hunters 
Guild had been a tougher organization in the past; 
Cradossk hadn't become its leader by being a complete 
idiot. 

Fett hadn't survived on his own by being one, either. 
Cradossk would doubtless^ have expected him to reject 
the luxury quarters, and have an alternative already 
prepared. An alternative that would meet Cradossk's 
requirements. Boba Fett snapped on the scanning 



sweeps mounted in his helmet; a precise^ calibrated grid 
snapped into view in the narrow visor. 

What do we have here? Just as he'd expected turning 
slowly on his boot heel, Fett saw the pulsing red spark in 
the grid that indicated a niniaturized spy module. He 
conpleted his scan, finding two more at varying hei^is 
on the opposite stone walL It would have been easy to 
have extracted them from their niches and crushed them 
between his fin^rtips, the way he had the living bug. 
Instead, he took from one of his belt pouches a trio of 
audio drones, already set by him to reproduce the nearly 
subliminal traces of his breath and other homeostatic 
frinctions. He tapped the drones into place, direetly on 
top of the bu^. No other sound would ^t past them; a 
si^l in his ^ar would switch them oif when he left the 
spaee, producing perfect silence. 

He didn't antieipate spending rruch time here; he'd really 
only wanted to give Cradossk a ehanee to display his 
hospitality. And subterfii^. Any sleep or meals that 
Boba Fett required, he would take aboard the Slave 1, 
safely docked and seeured at the edge of the Guild's 
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decided. There was no sense in making it any easier for 
them to get at him 

Thou^ if they wanted to talk with him, lace-toiace-this 
dank little room was sufficient for that. Just as he'd 
anticipated, he didn't have long to wait. A knoek 
sounded on the splintered planks of the door, then the 
rusting hinges bolted into the stone creaked as a hand 
with claws and scales pushed it opea 

"So we are to be brothers." Bossk stood in the doorway, 
his slit-pupiled eyes showing both resentment and a 
primitive guile. "How pleasant that shall be for both of 
us." 

Boba Fett boked over his shoulder at the youn^r 
Trandoshan. 'That matters little to me. I take rry pleasure 
in mf work. And in getting paid for it." 

'You're lamous for that." Bossk entered the space, his 
wavering shadow cast ahead by the torches mounted 
along the corridor. He sat down heavify on the bench 
carved out of one wall 'Td find my pleasures the same 



way-if it weren't for you. 


'You speak of the past." Fett stood in the center of the 
danp stone floor, his arms folded across his chest. 

"Have you forgotten already what your lather said?" The 
banquet had still been in progress as the Twi'lek 
majordomo had led Boba Fett to his quarters. "A new 
time has begun for us. For all bounty hunters." 

"Ah, yes; my lather." Shaking his head in disgust, Bossk 
leaned back a^inst the wall "My lather speaks of great 
and noble things; he always has. It's one of the reasons I 
despise him The day will eome when 1 sharpen my teeth 
on the shards of his bones." 

'Family matters don't interest me." Boba Fett shru^d. 
It had been obvious to trim for a long time before this 
why Trandoshans were not a numerous species. 

"Deal with the old creature as you feel best. If you think 
you're capable of it." 

A low growl sounded from deep within Bossk's throat. 



He leaned lorward, eyes narrowing into sMs as lie 
focused on some personal vision. "Someday..." He 
nodded sbwfy. "When the Guild is mine . . Fool, 
thou^t Boba Fett. The Trandoshan had no idea of the 
machinery in wMeh he was already eau^ the gears 
grinding out a different future than the one of which he 
dreamed. 

"But that's why you're here, isn't it?" Bossk boked up at 
him "Why you've come all this way to job the Bounly 
Hunters Guild." One elawed hand pulled a small box that 
had been dangling from one of his chest straps; he flieked 
open the hinged lid and dug out a wii^ling morseL 
"Want one?" Bossk held the coiiaber out on his scaly 
palm 

Boba Fett shook his head. The Me box's contents were 
identical to the insect he'd crushed agpinst the stone walL 
"What are you talking about?" 

'You don't fool me." Bossk gtirmed as he relastened the 
box to the strap. "As I sab before-you myit fool a senile 
old lizard like rry lather, but you can't do the same with 
me. I know exactly why you came here." 



'And why would that be?' 


"It's simple." Bossk cracked the insect between his f ront 
lan^, then swallowed the two oozing pieces. 

'You're aware of how old Cradossk is. You'd have to 
know, you had enou^ encounters with him in the past, 
beibre I was even spawned. His time has to come to an 
end, eventually. And then the leadership of the Guild will 
pass to me. That's already been decided. There's no one 
on the council that's any youn^r than rry lather; some of 
them are old enough to have cobwebs growing between 
their claws. They'll be glad to have me take over." 

'You night be ri^ about that." Fett had heard of other 
possibilities. There were other bounty hunters in the Guild 
who were as young and hungry as Bossk. The leadership 
of the Guild wouldn't be handed down without some kind 
of a struggle. 

"Of course fm ri^." With the point of one claw, Bossk 
extracted a fiagmeii of bug shell from between his lan^. 
"And vou're the nroof of it." 



"How do you figure that?" 

"Come on; let's iace it. We've both been around the 
galaxy a few times. Maybe I don't have the same amount 
of experience that you do, but I'm a last learner." Seated 
on the stone bench, Bossk smiled with co:^ lamiliarity at 
Boba Fett. 'You'll be glad you've met up with me like 
this, rather than both of us scrabbling over some minor 
bounty. There's big credits to be made here; bi^r than 
mf lather and his dried-up old cronies ever dreamed of 
You know that, don't you?" 

Fett didn't bother to indicate yes or no. 'Tm always on 
the lookout for a profitable arran^ment." 

'Thaf s what makes you the kind of mean barve I really 
like." Bossk's carnivorous grin widened. 'My lather was 
ri^t about one thing You and I, we really are like 
brothers. We should get along just fine, given the changes 
that are going to happen around here." He leaned back 
a^inst the stone wall "Like you said-we have to change 
with the times. We just have to make sure the chants go 
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The asseirbler knew what i was talking about, thou^ 
Boba Fett. He had to give Kud'ar Mub'at credit for the 
accurate assessment of how thin^ would go here at the 
Bounty Hunters Guild. Fett had been here for less than a 
standard time part, and already the pieces were felling 
into place. Better than that leaping into place. The son of 
the Guild's leader was volunteering to take his place in 
the scheme that would tear apart the orgpnization 

'You're a clever creature." Boba Fett ^ve a sbw nod of 
acknowledgment. "Very clever." 

"Smart enou^ to figure out what you're up to, paL" The 
slit-pupiled eyes redded Fett with satisfection 

'You're femous for a lot of things. One of them is that 
you've always been a lone operator. You've never 
worked with a partner, even in the worst situations." 

'Tve never had to," replied Fett. "I can take care of 
nyself" 
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me. All that talk back there in the banquet hall, about the 
Enpire squeezing us out-what a crock of nerf waste. Ihe 
only reason you got ay lather and the rest of them to go 
for that line is because they wanted to believe it. They're 
old and tired, and they're looking for an excuse to roll 
over and quit. But fmnot biying it. Things don't change 
like that, fve seen enough of the Enpire to know that 
there's always going to be some use for bounty hunters. 
There's stuff we can do that nobody else can" 

"Anastute observation" 

"One that you've made as well, I bet." Bossk dug at his 
lan^ again, then inspected the tips of his claws. 

'If anything, there's going to be more business for us with 
Ehperor Palpatine than there ever was under the 
Republic. There'll be all sorts of creatures that the 
Ehperor wants to ^t his hands on, who don't Want to 
be found. That's where bounty hunters come in Plus the 
Rebellion-they got their needs, too. Thaf s the great thing 
about being on neither one side nor the other. We can 
sell our services to anyone who can pay our price. And 



there's going to be a lot of bikers." This Trandoshan also 
deserved credit, Boba Fett had to admit. Bossk mi^ be 
a fool, and a particular^ crass and bbodthirsty one, but 
he was sharp enou^ to discern at least one important 
thing about the nature of eviL Whbh was that it always 
bred more of the same. More business for us, thought 
Fett. He felt no emotion about that, one way or the other. 

'Ifs a simple matter, then, isn't it?" Boba Fett spoke his 
next thou^its aloud. 'Df just making sure we ^t paid the 
price we want." 

'You got that right. And that's why you came walking in 
here and asked to beeome a member of the Bounty 
Hunters Guild, isn't it? Not beeause things are ehanging 
out there"-Bossk waved his clawed and sealed hand, 
indieating the reaches beyond the mold-encrusted stone 
ceiling-'but beeause the Guild is changing Or it's just 
about to. You've had it pretty easy for a long time, 
haven't you? Even when rry lather still had sharp lan^, 
he was never your equal in the bounty-hunter trade. 
None of those old ereatures were. And as they got older 
all they really managed to do was ^t in the way of me 
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given you a run for your credits, Fett. So you've really 
had the field all to yourseU^ haven't you? Must've been 
nice." Fett g^ve a small shrug. "It hasn't been exactly 
easy." 

'Yeah, but it would've been a lot harder if you'd had to 
deal with me." Bossk's eyes flashed angry fire as he 
jabbed the point of one claw into his chest. "If I'd been 
able to go up a^inst you on some of those jobs, the way 
I realty wanted to. You wouldn't have been raking in 
those big bounties, the kind that Jabba and the rest of the 
Hutts put up, if you'd had some real conpetition for 
them" 

'Yes," said Fett. "If I'd had some real competition, it 
ni^t have been diflerent." 

Bossk didn't pick up on the irony concealed in Fett's 
words. 'That's all coming to an end, though, isn't it? 
That's the real reason you're here. You know that ny 
lather and the rest of the Guild council is just about ready 
to have their bones pieked clean And that somebody 
else will be taking over. Somebody a lot harder and 



tougher, who isn't just going to let you walk off with all 
the easy eredits." 

"And that someone would be you, 1 suppose." 

"Don't suppose with me, Fett. It's time for you and me to 
work some thin^ out. You didn't come here just 
because you wanted merrbership in the Bounty Hunters 
Guild. You're here because you know it isn't going to be 
long before I'm running things. I can tell how your mind 
works." 

"Is that so?" 

Bossk nodded. " 'Cause it's so rruch like mine. You and 
me, we want the same things. Top price, and nobody 
getting in our way. But we've got to deal with each 
other." The last of the Trandoshan's smile laded. "As 
equals." 

You idiot. "Negotiations between equals can sometimes 
be profitable. Or lataL" 

"Let's go for a profitable one. Here's the deal, Fett." One 



claw raised, Bossk leaned forward on the stone bench. 
'There's no point in us tearing out each other’s throats. 
Even if it would be fun That just lets the old ones like rr^^ 
lather stay in power for a while longer. And they've had 
their turn long enou^ I don't feel like waiting any longer 
than I have to, just to get rry chance." 

"What do you want me to do about it?" 

"It's not just what I want; it's what you want as wel 
Better you should get on ny good side now, Fett, than 
have me for an enen^ later on" The claw tip pointed to 
each of them in turn "Let's be partners, you and me. I 
know that's what you came here for." 

"I see that I was correct when I said that you were a 
clever creature." Just not clever enough, thought Fett. 

'Flatter me some other time, why don't you? After we've 
taken over the Bounty Flunters Guild." The lan^d smile 
returned to Bossk's lace. "When I slice up try lather's 
carcass. I'll save you one of the best pieces." 

"Don't bother," said Fett. 'Til be pleased enough knowing 



that I've acconplished what I came here for." Whether 
Bossk would be as happy about it remained to be seen. 

'Tm glad-really glad-that we're in agreement about this." 
Bossk stood up from the danp stone. He stepped close 
to Boba Fett, bringing his lace to where it almost touched 
the visor of the helmet. 'Because otherwise I would have 
had to kill you." 

'Perhaps." Fett didn't draw away. 'Though I think you're 
actually the lucky one. Look down here." Bossk's slit- 
pupiled eyes widened when they glanced down and saw 
the mizzle of a blaster pressed against his abdomen Fett 
rested his thurrb on the weapon's firing stud. 

"Let's ^t one thing strai^." Boba Fett kept his voice 
level, stripped of emotion "We can be partners. But 
we're not going to be friends. I need those even less." 

Bossk redded the weapon for a moment longer, then 
lifted his head and barked a raw-ed^d laugh. 'That's 
good! I like that." All the points of his langs showed as 
he glared fiercely into the dark visor. 



'You watch out for yourselij and I'll watch out for me. 
That's just the way I like it." 

"Good." Fett slipped the blaster back into its holster. 
"We can do business." 

As he stepped out into the corridor Bossk stopped and 
glanced over his shoulder. "And of course," he said slyly, 
"this is all a private arran^ment, isn't it? Between you 
and me." 

"Of course." Boba Fett hadn't moved from the center of 
the space. "It'll work better that wa y." For me, thou^ 
Fett, alter the Trandoshan had stridden away, past the 
flickering torches. For you, it's another matter. 

The Twi'lek majordomo had other household duties as 
well CMefamong which was spying. 

'Your son has just concluded a long conversation with 
Boba Fett." All the comings and goings in the Bounty 
Hunters Guild headquarters were observed by Ob 
Fortuna. 



'From what I could tell, your son seemed rather pleased 
with the results." 

'Tmnot surprised." Cradossk's blunt claws furrbled with 
the catches of his ceremonial robes. The heavy iabric, 
with errbroidery that depicted his species' 

ancient battles and triunphs, was stained with the wine 
that had been spilled at the banquet. "Bossk ^ts his 
eloquence ifomme." He shru^d offthe robes. 

'Persuasiveness is a specialty of his." 

'But aren't you concerned?" The Twi'lek's tapering head 
tails swung forward as he gathered up the robes. 

"About what the two of them found to talk about?" He 
spread the robes out on a lacquered rack at the side of 
Cradossk's sitting room 'Your son has . . . shall we 
say"-the Twi'lek's smile was a corrbination of nerves and 
obsequiousness-"a bit of a conspiratorial streak." 

'Df course he does! He wouldn't be rt^^ son, oth erwise." 
Cradossk sat down on the ed^ of a canopied pallet and 



stuck his le^ out. His claws ached from all the standing 
he'd had to do, giving toasts and welcoming the lamous 
Boba Fett into the brotherhood of bounty hunters. '1 
don't expect him to take over the leadership of the Guild 
someday merefy because he has a talent for killing 
sentient creatures." 

The Twflek knelt down to unfasten the metal-studded 
straps laced between Cradossk's claws. '1 think," he said 
softly, "that your son is rather ea^r to assume that 
leadership. Perhaps even... inpatient..." 

"Good Ibr him Keeps him hungry." Cradossk leaned 
back against a mound of pillows. "1 know just what rry 
son wants. The same thing 1 did when 1 was his age. 
Blood leaking throu^ rry langs, and a pile of credits in 
n^hand." 

"Oh!" Ob Fortuna's eyes glittered at any mention of 
credits. 'But perhaps ... it would be better for you to be 
careful" 

"Better Ibr me to be smart, you mean 1 don't intend to 
wind UD on mv son's dinner nlate. Thaf s whv I'm on his 



side in all this. 


The head tails rolled across the Twi'lek's shoulders as he 
looked up. "1 don't understand." 

'You wouldn't. You're not a sneaky enough barve. It 
takes a Trandoshan to understand the subtleties of these 
kinds of maneuvers. We're bom with it, like scales. Do 
you really think fm such an idiot that fd let Boba Fett 
walk in here and become a merrber of the Bounty 
Hunters Guild, and just take everything he has to say on 
trust?" Cradossk had no anxiety about revealing his 
thou^ts and schemes to his majordomo; Twi'leks were 
too cowardly to act upon anything they heard. 'The 
man's a scoundrel Of course, that's nothing 1 hold 
a^inst hirrt he's just not our scoundrel He's still looking 
out for himself and why shouldn't he? But in the 
meantime fm not fooled by all his talk of some grand 
alliance between himself and the Bounty Hunters Guild. 
And if he was taken in by all rry rhapsodizing about 
brotherhood between us, then 1 really am disappointed in 
the great Boba Fett." He reached down and scratched 
between the exposed claws of his feet. 



'That's why I sent son Bossk in there to talk with him 
Bossk may be a bit of a hothead-that's another way he 
reserrbles me when I was that age-but he's smart enou^ 
to follow throng on a good, underhanded plaa" 

'You sent him to talk with Boba Fett?" "Why not?" 
Cradossk felt content with the universe, and how thin^ 
were proceeding in his comer of it. '1 told Bossk what to 
say as well Probabty no more than what Boba Fett was 
expecting from the inpahent young heir to the leadership 
of the Guild. A partnership between the two of them-and 
a^instme." 

The Twi'lek ^ped at him "Agpinst you?" 'Df course. If I 
hadn't sent Bossk in there to talk with Fett, and have him 
propose exactly that, then my son would very likely have 
done it on his own initiative. Not because Bossk really 
wants to conspire agpinst me. He's too loyal-and too 
smart Ibr that. Plus he knows fd have his internal organs 
for breaklast if he tried anything like that." Cradossk 
gave a self satisfied nod of his head. 

'Tfs rruch better this way. Now we have an in with our 



n^terious visitor and would-be brother, one to whom 
Boba Fett will confide the true reasons why he's come 
here to the Guild. My son ^ins points with not only his 
loving lather, but also with some of the council merrbers 
who have voiced some fear about his ambitions. And 1 
remain in control of the situation. That's the most 
important thing" 

A puzzled look remained on the Twi'lek's lace as he 
rolled up the leather loot straps and placed them in his 
employer's omamenlations box. "Could it not be"-the 
Twi'lek's head tails glistened with the ellbrt of his rrusing- 
"that your son has a different idea? Different than the one 
you put into his head?" 

Cradossk folded his claws over the age-yellowed scales 
of his stomach "Such as?" 

'Perhaps Bossk doesn't want to just pretend that he has 
entered into a conspiracy with Boba Fett. A conspiracy 
a^inst you and the rest of the Guild council" The 
Twflek rubbed his chin, ^zing at some point beyond the 
sitting roorris caparisoned walls, where his infrequently 
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"Maybe he would have gone and talked to Boba Fett 
anyway-whether you had sent him or not. And he would 
have made just that proposition For reaL" 

"Now, there's an interesting notion" Cradossk sat up, 
bringing his heavy-lidded-and unarrused-gaze strai^ 
into that of his household majordomo. "And one for 
which I should pull your flopping Me head off Do you 
realize what you're sug^sting?" 

The Twilek's smile was even more nervous than before. 
"Now that I think of it..." 

'You should've done your thinking before you opened 
your mouth" An^r simmered inside Cradossk. The only 
reason he didn't pull off the Twi'lek's head was that a 
good majordomo, one that was used to his various ways 
and preferences, was hard to find. 'You're questioning 
not only my son's intelli^nce, but his byalty to me. I 
realize that merrbers of your species have onfy an 
abstract understanding of that concept. But for 
Trandoshans"-Cradossk thunped his bared chest with 



his ist-'lt IS something m our blood. Honor and loyally, 
and the iaith that exists between iamily members, even 
unto the last generations-those are not negotiable 
substances." 

"I beseech your pardon ..." Hands clasped together, 
the Twi'lek bobbed up and down in front of Cradossk, 
the speed of his genuflections increased by his anxiety. "I 
meant no disrespect...." 

"Very wel" Cradossk shooed him away with a quick, 
contemptuous gesture. 'Because you're an idiot, fll 
overlook your insulting comments." He wouldn't Ibrget 
them, thou^ long, grud^-lilled memories were another 
characteristic of Trandoshans. "Now ^t out of rry si^ 
belbre I have reason to be hungry again" The Twi'lek 
scurried away, still hunched over and bowing as he 
retreated toward the sitting roonis door. Maybe I should 
eat him, brooded Cradossk as he drew on a lounging 
robe stitched together from the skins of ibrmer 
employees. Standards were becoming deplorabfy lax 
among the Guild's hireling. Stalling had always been a 
problem over the decades; in that, the Bounty Hunters 
Gifld had the same diffiei litres that their clients the Hntts 



did. Not many of the galaxy's sentient creatures were so 
desperate as to seek employment in establishments 
where the constant threat of death was one of the 
working conditions. He wondered if Enperor Palpatine's 
dismantling of the Republic would improve thin^ in that 
regard, or just make them worse. The establishment of 
the Empire promised a net increase in the flaxy's misery 
quotient-that was good, at least as lar as Cradossk was 
concemed-but also a ti^er control over the various 
worlds' inhabitants. That was probably bad. . . . 
Something to think about. Feeling the wei^ of his age, 
Cradossk shanirled into the memory-bone chanirer 
connected to the sitting room He lit one of the candles 
set in a niche filled with years of con^aled wax; the 
guttering flame sent interlaced shadows wavering across 
the walls and their white treasures. 

It had been a bng time since he'd had occasion to add 
another memento to his collection My killing days are 
over, thought Cradossk, not without regret. He 
wandered iarther into the charrber's ivory-lined recesses, 
letting memories of vanquished opponents and foolishly 
recalcitrant captives wash over him 




Until he came to the oldest and tiniest bones. They 
looked like something that mi^ have been found in a 
bird's nest, on some planet where all the life-forms had 
been extinct for centuries. Cradossk let a couple of them 
rest in his palm as he poked at them with a single claw. 
Tooth marks showed on the bones' surfaces, from Me 
teeth that had been as sharp and hard as a newborn's. 
Teeth that hadn't yet been dulled by the coarse flesh of 
enemies. Those teeth had been his, when he'd just barely 
been out of his mother’s egg sac. The bones were those 
of his spawn-brothers, hatched just a few seconds later. 
And too late for them 

Cradossk si^d, milling over the wisdom he'd been 
created with, and that which had taken him so long to 
achieve. He care£% set his brothers' bones back in the 
hollow of polished rock where he kept them 

This was why lesser entities like that moronic Twi'lek 
would never understand. About lamily byalty and honor 


He nrtied ereatires like that Thev srmnlv had no cerise nf 
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The Twi'lek pushed the door to the sitting room open a 
crack. Just enou^ to see what the old Trandoshan was 
up to. 

Cradossk had gone into his chanter of grisfy 

souvenirs. A candle flame showed his silhouette among 
the stacked and interwoven bones. Good, thou^ the 
Twi'lek. His boss would usually stay in there for hours, 
fondling the bones and reminiscing, and sometimes filling 
asleep, wheezing and dreaming with a splintered feirur in 
his claws. 

Plenty of time, then The Twi'lek slid the door shut 
without making a sound and strode quickly toward 
another section of the Bounty Hunters Guild compound. 
To Bossk's quarters. 

"Excellent," said the younger Trandoshan, after listening 
to the Twi'lek's report. 'You're sure of all this?" 

'But of course." The Twi'lek made no attemnt to conceal 



the wickedness of his smile. "I have been in your lather’s 
service ibr some time. Longer than any of his previous 
majordomos. 1 haven't lasted this long by being blind to 
his thou^ processes. 1 can decipher the old fool like a 
data readout. And 1 can tell you this for a lact He trusts 
you absolutely. As he told me, that was why he sent you 
to talk to Boba Fett." 

Sitting in a gold-hinged canpaign chair, Bossk nodded in 
approval '1 suppose rry lather had all sorts of things to 
say. About byalty and honor. And all the rest of that nerf 
dung" 

'The usual" 

'That mist be the hardest part of your job," said Bossk. 
'Listening to fools talk." 

You have no idea, thou^ the Twi'lek. 'Tve gotten used 
to it." 

Bossk gpve another, slower nod. 'The time is coming 
when you won't have to listen to that particular fool any 
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thin^ will be diflerent." 


"I certainty expect so." More of the same, the Twi'lek 
told himself He was carefiil to keep his thou^its from 
showing onhis lace. "In the meantime ..." 

"In the meantime there will be a nice Me transfer of 
credits to your private account. For all your services." 
Bossk dismissed him with a simple ^sture of his 
upraised claws. 'You can go now." That Ibol is ri^ 
about one thing The Twi'lek felt a warm glow of 
satislaction as he headed back to his own quarters. He 
was doing a good jobFor himself Boba Fett heard the 
door creak open He had to work agqinst his own 
ingrained habits, which had kept him alive in a hard 
universe, to keep his back turned toward a door. More 
bounty hunters had lost their lives from a blaster burning 
into their spines than had ever taken an opponent's shot 
lace-to-laee. Fett should know he had taken out more 
than his share, just that way. 


"Excuse me. ..." A eautious voiee sounded from the 
doorway. 



That was why he'd kept his back toward it. So as to give 
anyone who came around to this dank charrber, to talk 
with him, a perceived psychobgical advantage. Some of 
the members of the Bounty Hunters Guild were a little 
short m the courage department. He bund it hard to 
imagine why they mi^ have thought they woub have 
any aptitude for this business. If they had found 
themselves boking strai^t into the dark, namow visor of 
his helmet, they ni^ have fled before even opening their 
mouths. 

'Yes?" Boba Fett turned around-sbwly, as 
nonthreateningly as possible for someone with his 
reputation. "What is it?" 

"1 was wondering"-the short bounty hunter, with the lar^ 
insectoid eyes and breathing hoses, stood in the 
doorway-"if 1 ni^ have a word with you. ..." What 
was this one's name? They all boked alike to Boba Fett. 
Zuckuss, he remerrbered. The partner of Bossk, at least 
as recently as that business where he had snatched the 
accountant Nil Posondum out Ifomunder their noses. 



"Of course, if you're busy-" Zuckuss clasped his gloved 
hands together in an obvious show of nervousness. 

'T can come back some other time-" 

"Not at alL" Boba Fett had also seen this one at the 
Guild's banquet hall, close to the reptilian Bossk. So 
there was undoubtedly still some connection between the 
two of them "No time like the present," said Fett. 'For 
talking about inportant things." 

This one didn't take long. Zuckuss was hardly in Fett's 
quarters for more than a few minutes before he had 
scuttled back out into the corridor, disappearing before 
anyone from the Guild could spot him there. Small fry, 
thou^t Boba Fett. Not one of the major players in the 
Bounty Flunters Guild that Kud'ar Mub'at had briefed 
him on. But inportant enough, with a line strai^ to the 
ear of Bossk. Who, as the inpatient heir apparent to the 
Guild leadership, would have a great deal to do with it 
being tom apart. 

The conversation went exactly as Boba Fett had 
nxnnntnd and inst as Kud'ar Mnb'at would havo 



predicted. Zuckuss was like so many others in the 
Bounty Hunters Guild, down in the bwer ranks a perfect 
corrbination of greed and naivete. Just smart enou^ to 
kill, nused Fett after Zuckuss had left. The short bounty 
hunter had glanced nervously out the doorway, to make 
sure no one was there to see him as he scurried down the 
torchlit corridor. Not smart enough to keep himself from 
getting killed. It might not happen this time-Zuckuss 
mi^t, with the erratic luck of the feckless, survive the 
breakip of the Guild-but it would eventually. 

He supposed that was the big difiference between himself 
and poor Zuckuss, between himself and Bossk and 
Bossk's vicious, aging lather and all the rest of the Guild 
members. Boba Fett sat down on the stone bench ibr a 
moment; the armaments he carried with him, that were as 
rmch a part of him as his spine, prevented trim from 
leaning back. He never wasted time thinking about 
himsell^ any more than an explosively lethal missile from 
the rocket launcher strapped to his back would have as it 
sped toward its doomed and pinpointed tar^t. But he 
knew that the reason he was alive and that others were 
dead, or soon would be, was that he possessed the true 



and essential secret of being a bounty hunterAs good as 
he was at catching and, if need be, killing other sentient 
creatures, he was even better at surviving their attempts 
to kill him Everything else was just a matter of superior 
firepower. 

Boba Fett stood up Irom the stone bench. If he stayed 
here any longer, there would be others coming to talk to 
him Others who thou^t they could protect themselves 
the way he did, but who were already latalfy enmeshed in 
the trap spun by Kud'ar Mub'at, so lar away that he 
couldn't be seen or the tugs on the strands of his web 
even felt. Besides Bossk and Zuckuss, there had also 
been one of Cradossk's top advisers on the Guild 
council, and the Twi'lek major-domo, back ibr a longer 
talk than when he'd brou^ Fett to this dank chaniier. 
All of them had been in pure deal-cutting mode, eager to 
help pull the Bounty Hunters Guild apart so they would 
get a bi^r piece of whatever was left in the wreckage. 

Ri^ now he didn't feel like talking to anyone else. 
Action meant more than words; that was one other thing 
Boba Fett was sure of A man was killed by words, and 
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savea oy acuon spenamg so rrucn time taiKing to omer 
sentient creatures had been like wrapping himself in 
death. What he wanted to do ri^t now was head back 
to the Slave I, his refii^ docked at the edge of the 
Guild's main compound, lock himself behind its 
overlapping security layers, all systems primed to fiy 
anyone who tried to breach them, and rest. If not the 
sleep of the virtuous-Fett had no illusions about thaf or 
regrets-then at least the sleep of someone who had put in 
a good day's work. In his business, that meant helping 
others arran^ their own destruction. 

The presence of those other sentient creatures, carrying 
their fetes around with them, all unaware, laid 

-a cold hand on Boba Fetfs heart, or whatever passed 
for it after all these years of death. It felt like some 
prophecy of his own death, thou^ he was just as sure 
that that was a long way oflj lar Ifom here in both time 
and space. 

Being back inside his own ship would be as rmch a relief 
as being out in the emptiness between the stars. He 
would be alone there, sealed off Ifom all the others, living 



and dead.... 


That was what he needed. He pushed the rough wooden 
door shut behind himself and strode down the corridor, 
beneath the flickering li^ of the torches. Anywhere but 
here, thought Boba Fett. The tunnel stretched out beibre 
him Above him, the invisible weight of rock and stone 
pressed down, like the torrb he hadn't earned yet. 12 

NOW 

'You were saying things." Den^ handed the figure on 
the pallet a metal cup filled with water. "In your sleep." 

Sleep was the wrong word, he knew. Dying would have 
been more accurate. Except that Boba Fett hadn't died, 
alter aL Alter everything. 

"Is that so?" Even unhekneted, Boba Fett had a gaze that 
was as cold and exterminating as anything that had 
looked out from the black, narrow visor. Lying on the 
improvised bed in the hiding place's smallest 
subcharrber, Lett's lethal potential appeared 
undiminished, as thoudi his rava^d flesh were onlv a 



tenporary costume, less real than the rag^d battle-gear 
stacked up in the comer. "What did 1 say?" 

"Nothing important," replied Dengar. He knew better 
than to have told the truth, if Fett's dru^d, unconscious 
nutterin^ had amounted to anything This barve lives by 
secrets, thought Dengar. To get inside any of those 
secrets would be like stealing something from him And 
the consequences of that, Dengar was well aware, would 
not be pretty. "Something about not liking so many 
sentient creatures around you. Stufiflike that." 

"Ah." Boba Fett raised his head and managed to sip the 
water he'd been given. His smile looked like a blade 
wound in the abraded skin of his lace. "1 still don't like it." 

'Please do not agitate the patient." The taller of the two 
medical droids scolded Dengar. The droid and its shorter 
partner were busily changing the dressings around Boba 
Fett's torso. Bloodied rags and sterile ^1 sheets were 
peeled away from the raw flesh beneath Wounds such 
as Fett's took a long time to heal; the Sarlacc's gastric 
secretions were like acid creeping toward the bone, long 
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aiier me oeasi iiseu was ueau. ii i nau me aumomy m 
do so," continued SHSl-B, "I would order you out of 
this area immediately." 

"But you don't." Dengar leaned back against the 
subcharrber's crurrbling rock wall The air inside the 
hiding place was as hot and desiccating as the interior of 
one of the ancient burial mounds that studded the iarther 
reaches of the Dune Sea, where Tatooine's double suns 
turned corpses into withered leather. "Besides," said 
Den^, "if you two haven't killed him by now, nothing 
wfll" 

"Sarcasm" le-XE spoke as it readied another 
corrbination of opiates and antiseptics. 

"N onappreciatioa " 

'There's someone else in this place, isn't there?" Boba 
Fett had drawn his head back from the metal cup that 
Den^ had held out to him The mere elibrt of his words 
sent his chest laboring, the dials and readouts on the 
surrounding equipment blipping into the red. "A female." 
Den^ said nothing He placed the half enpty cup on 



top of one of the sighing machines that the two medical 
droids tended. He had other thin^ to take care oij other 
thin^ to do besides talk with the sinister figure lying on 
the pallet, a little larther away from death's shores than 
Fett had been even a couple of days ago. One of the 
hiding place's power generators had conked out, 
spewing white sparks and a dense eloud of greasy 
smoke. That had neeessitated shutting down all but the 
niniraim air reeyelers, resulting in the hot, thiek miasma 
bound inside the hiding place. Dengar eould more 
profitably take eare of the generator, getting it up and 
baek online, rather than staying here at Boba Fetfs 
bedside. But the other man's cold gpze held him as tight 
as the eurved hook of a galistiek. 

'There's no need to lie to me about it," said Boba Fett. 
His words were as cold and unemotional as the gaze 
from his eyes. "1 saw her. She came in here. Yesterday, 1 
suppose. It's still hard Ibr me to tell about these thin^. 
But it was dark, and she must have thou^t I was asleep. 
Or that I had died, perhaps." 

'Please," said SHSl-B. It fussed with the tubes running 
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'You're making our job considerably more diffieult." 
Den^ i^ored the medical droid. He was about to 
answer Fett, to tell the bounty hunter who the female 
was, when the borrbs hit. Realborrbs. 

Dust sifted from the subcharrber's eeiling, speckling the 
lenses of SHZl-B's head unit swiveling up toward the 
sound of thunder. Windstorms infrequently lashed the 
Dune Sea, floods of sand churning down the stone 
gulleys and vanishing just as quiekly beneath the twin 
suns. Dengar had always thought that the hiding plaee 
he'd dug for himself was too far beneath the planet's 
surlaee to take any damage from mere weather. It'll take 
something stronger, he'd decided, to ^t inhere. 

His own words were still looping around inside his head 
when the roeks fell, with even louder thunder from 
above, onto his laee. 

He'd looked up, along with the two medical droids. He 
had a memory flash, of a li^ sharp as blades against his 
eyes and bri^ter than Tatooine's suns corrbined into 



one. men ne was spiffing out gravel ana wood as ne teit 
his arm being tu^d by someone unseen 

"Come on!" The voiee was Neelah's; her hands gripped 
ti^ around his forearm and pufled. Roeks and sand 
poured off his chest as his scrabbling efforts, feeble at 
first and then made stron^r by sudden desperation, 
corrbined with hers to extract him from the remains of 
the subcharrber. "He's still in there!" 

She meant Boba Fett, of course. The hiding place's 
emer^ncy limits flickered as the remaining generator 
came to life. Den^ could still hear thunder, receding 
into the distance up on the surface leveL The thunder 
would return, he knew; he was familiar enough with 
saturation-bombing techniques to be aware that that was 
what was going on up there. One wave would be 
succeeded by another, crossing the ground at a ri^ 
angle from the first sweep. There wouldn't be any stones 
left, no gulleys or eroded pillars; everything would be 
hammered into dust. And as for whatever rri^ lie 
beneath the surface ... 

Neelah was already dicing at the rubble that blocked 



the doorway to the subchairber. Enou^ of the dust had 
settled that Dengar eouki see how the borrbs' irrpact had 
knoeked himbaek toward the hiding place's main area. If 
he had been any larther inside, where the medical droids 
had been taking care of their patient, the rockfall would 
have come strai^ down on him, crushing his skull 

"Conlusion" Neelah's bleeding lingers had already 
excavated the smaller of the droids. With its carapace 
dented, torso readouts cracked and blinking, le-XE 
crawled away from the rocks and righted itself with 
difficulty. "Noise. Not-goodness." 

"What are you waiting Ibr?" Neelah looked back around 
at him, her eyes blazing through the dust and sweat 
covering her lace. "Help me!" 

"Are you cra^?" Dengar reached down and grabbed an 
arm, pulling Neelah to her feet. 'There isn't time ibr that- 
whoevefs laying down those borrbs on the surface will 
be back in less than a minute. We've got to ^t out of 
here!" 
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Dent's grasp. "Save yourseU^ if you want to." She 
turned away and started tuning at one of the lar^r 
roeks, nearly as hi^ as herself 

There were tunnels underneath the hiding plaee, curving 
and smooth-sided, that ran deep into the planet's 
bedrock. Dengar had investigated them lar enough to 
know that they connected with the Great Pit of Carkoon; 
with the Sarlacc beast dead now, they would make a 
safe refuge from the borrbing. But only if they were 
reached in time, before the next destructive wave 
collapsed what remained of these spaces. 

He hesitated only a moment, before cursing himself as a 
fool and laying both his hands on the rock, just above 
Neelah's hands. The stone surface was already slick with 
her bbod; Dengar dug his own fingertips into it and 
pulled, straining with his wei^ against the rock's 
resistance. From far off and above, he could hear the 
borrbing of the surface come to a halt, like a storm that 
has spent its thunderous fury. That's onfy tenporary, he 
knew. They'd be returning in this direction soon enou^ 
Den^ put his shoulder agpinst the rock, his hands 



clawing for a better grip. It struck hirn, between one 
for breath and the next, that he didn't even know who it 
could be that was pounding the Dune Sea above his head 
into seorched powder. Forces of the Eftpire, maybe, or 
the Rebel Alliance, or the Hutts, or the Black Sun 
or^nization-at this point it wasn't as inportant as just 
surviving the hard, rrurderous raia The only thing he 
knew for certain, down in his gut, was that it had 
something to do with Boba Fett. Getting involved with 
this barve was a sure ticket to disaster. 

The kr^ rock suddenly shilled, spilling Neelah forward 
onto the main charrber's rubble-strewn floor. Den^ 
managed to keep his balance, shilling his hold and 
thrusting with his bent legs, keeping the stone rolling 
Neelah scrantiled out of its way as the debris of the 
subcharrber's shattered doorway came turrbling alter it. 

'You are wasting time," announced SHSl-B from within 
the sudden^ revealed space beyond the rocks and 
settling dust. The medical droid had busied itself by 

disconnecting the various tubes and monitoring wires that 
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protocols render it inperative that the patient be 
removed from these unsafe premises at once." 

Lying on the pallet, Boba Lett had lapsed back into 
unconsciousness, either from the crashing impact of the 
bombing raid or from an anesthetie dose administered by 
the medieal droid. Dengpr and Neelah scrantiled over 
the rocks; each took one end of the pallet and lifted, 
hoisting Lett hi^ enou^ to carry out into the hiding 
plaee's main charrber. 

"Wait a second." After they were clear, Neelah set down 
her end of the pallet and clirrbed back into what 
remained of the subcharrber space. Cracks spidered 
across its ceiling, showering down more dust and loose 
stones as the sharp, percussive hammer strokes from 
above grew louder. Neelah emerged a seeond later with 
Boba Lett's scoured and dented helmet and eorrbat 
^ar; she piled it on top of the unconscious bounty 
hunter, then grabbed hold of the pallet agaia "Okay, lefs 
go." They both collapsed in exhaustion when they had 
reached the safety of the fewer, Sarlace-dug tunnels. The 
two medieal droids fretted over their patient as Dengar 



and Neelah sprawled back against the fused-snttoth 
walls curving around them From here, the borrbing raid 
sounded as though it were happening on some other, 
unluckier world. 

"What's that smell?" Neelah wrinkled her nose as she 
turned her gaze toward the darkness and the stench of 
the tunnel's lower reaches. 

Den^ lifted the lantern he had managed to scavenge 
hastily from the hiding place's equipment. Its feeble glow 
extended a few meters into the dark before being 
swallowed up. 'Probably the Sarlacc," he said. 'Dr 
what's left of it. The part that could be seen in the Great 
Pit of Carkoon was just its head and mouth; it had 
tentacles extending all throu^ the rock. Some say as tar 
as the ed^s of the Dune Sea. When our thend here blew 
out the Sarkcc's guf'-Dengpr pointed with his thurrb to 
Boba Fett on the pallet-"there was a lot of dead beast 
left rotting down here. You can't expect something like 
that to smell too good, you know." 

The stench of decay grew worse, as though the vibration 
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pustule. Neekh's kce paled, then she quickfy serankled 
to her knees and hurried to a krther bend of the turmel 
The sounds of gagging and retching traveled back to 
Den^. 

She's not used to this sort of thing, rrused Dengar. Or 
some part of her wasn't; something held in the darkness 
and hidden memory inside her. That intrigued him A 
mere dancing girl, a pretty servant in the court of Jabba 
the Hutt, would have gotten accustomed to the smell of 
death quickly enough; it had pervaded the walls of 
Jabba's pakce, seeping up from the rancor pit beneath 
the throne room Hutts in general liked that smell; it was 
one of the more bathsome characteristics of their species 
to revel m a constant ollactory reminder that they were 
alive and their enemies, and the objects of their lethal 
arrusements, were dead and rotting beneath them That, 
among other things, was why Dengar had considered 
enployment with the kte Jabba or any of the other 
members of his ckn as a choice of kst resort. Especklly 
so after Dengar had found Manaroo-and his bve for her. 
How could one return to that being who represented 
one's essence, an almost forgotten purity and grace, with 



the stink of dead, defeated flesh wrapped around 
oneself? It was impossible. 

It seemed impossible Ibr this Neelah to endure as well 
She had the temperament of one bom to the galaj^s 
nobility, a bbodline accustomed to command and the 
obedience of others. Dengar had noted that, just from the 
way she had laced him down in their first encounter. 
Anyone else who had gone through the unsavory rigors 
of Jabba's court, Iblbwed by unprotected exposure to 
the Dune Sea, would have quailed before the obvious 
superiority of Dent's strength and weapoiry But some 
spark of coura^ inside Neelah had burned even brighter 
under those conditions, fierce enough to have burned his 
outstretched hand, if he had dared to touch her. That 
aristocratic strain was apparent in the female's lace as 
well, even darkened and loudened as it was by the lash 
of the double suns and the scouring of the Dune Sea's 
hot, razorlike winds. She'll be trouble, Dengar already 
knew. He'd had enou^ on his hands before she had 
come along, but with her presence added to the 
equation, the result was increased exponentially. 



JNeeJan retumea, lace even paler m me glow irom me 
single lantern. 'Tm sorry," she said. 


"Don't be." Dengar gpve a shrug 'Til be the first to admit 
that this isn't the most pleasant nei^orhood." He got to 
his feet. "We m^it as well see what kind of shape we're 
in" 

The two medical droids were stationed on either side of 
Boba Fett's pallet. 

'How's the patient?" 

SHSl-B glaneed back at Den^. "As well as can be 
expected," the droid said irritably. "Given the dis 
turbance he's been put throu^" 

'Hey-" Dengar poked himself in the chest. "Did I order a 
borrbing raid to start up? Don't blame everything on me." 

'That's not a bad questiom" Standing beside him, Neelah 
glanced over the unconscious form of the bounty hunter. 
"Who did order it?" 

T'V:inr»r»t* (?/=»<- +V»<=k 



vvliu j\j.juwcj: me laii^ uii a MJuuiuei-iu^i 

outcropping. 'This gi^s got major enemies. It was 
probabfy one of them" 

'Then that would mean somebody knows that he's alive. 
Somebody besides us." 

That realization snapped toother in Dengafs brain, like a 
pair of wires that had become disconnected during the 
turrult. She's right-somehow the word rrust've gotten 
out, to somebody Ibr whom it was an inportant piece of 
information, that Boba 

Fett hadn't died; that breath, however shallow, was still 
going in and out of his body. Someone wasn't happy 
about that. Someone who would send out sufficient 
explosive force to pulverize an amy, just to make sure 
that there wouldn't be enou^ left of Boba Fett to take a 
breath 

"Somebody was spying on us," said Dengar. He had 
already eliminated himself as the source of the leak, and 
he had sworn Manaroo to secrecy. Neelah wasn't a 
likely suspect; there had been no place for her to go, no 



one tor lier to talk to while she'd been out m the Dune 
Sea. And she hadn't left the hiding plaee since Den^ 
had taken her in Maybe somebody from Jabba's palace, 
he thou^. There had been plenty of scoundrels there, 
even after Jabba's death, with the necessary skills Ibr 
staying unseen while watching the comings and goings out 
in the wastelands. Especially after losing a lucrative gig 
with the Hutt, any one of them would be motivated to sell 
valuable info to the highest bidder. To some agent of the 
Empire or anybody else who had a big enou^ grudge 
a^inst Boba Fett. 'That mist have been what 
happened." Den^ nodded slowly. "Somebody saw me 
taking Fett down into mf hiding place." 

"E)orit be stupid." Neelah shook her head. "If somebody 
knew exac% where Fett had been taken, they wouldn't 
bother blowing up everything within sight of the Great Pit 
of Carkoon One missile, strai^ down the tunnel 
entrance, would've done the job. Simple and clean" She 
pointed toward the silent form on the pallet. 

"If that's all it took to kill him ofij they would have done it 
the easy way. And the quiet way." She had a point, 
Denoar admitted to hitTRelf Roha Fetf wasn't thp on1v 



one who lived by secrets; the kind of clients he'd had, 
and enemies he'd made, were the same way. A surgical 
strike would have eliminated Fett without the risk of 
drawing attention that a borrbing raid entailed. Dengar 
had heard nothing the last time he'd been talking to his 
own information sources in Mos Eisley about a contract 
being put out on Boba Fett. So if anybody was aetively 
gunning for him, they were definite^ keeping it quiet. 

"Unless," said Dengar, 'there's some other reason for the 
raid. . . ." 

Neelah gave him a withering look. "Do you think there's 
some other reason?" 

He didn't bother to answer. Silence filled the tunnel as he 
looked upward, listening and waiting. 'T think we're all 
clear now." 

"We can go back up?" 

"Are you kidding?" Dengar shook his head, then pieked 
up the lantern and directed its light toward the tunnel they 
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of the rubble filling the passageway. "We're blocked off 
Even if there's anything left of rry hiding place-which is a 
big ff given the pounding that was going on up there-we 
couldn't get to it now. We'll have to push on, and see if 
there's some other way of getting out to the surface." 

A shiver of disgust ran across Neelah's shoulders. The 
smell of rot was noticeabfy stronger toward the tunnel's 
unlit end. 

"Can he travel?" Dengar pointed toward Boba Fett. 

"It would be better," said SHSl-B, "from a ther apeutic 
standpoint, if he were left undisturbed." 

'Thaf s not what 1 asked." 

"1 don't know why you bothered to inquire at alL" SHSl- 
B's tone was distinctly hau^ily. "1 imagine you'll do 
whatever you're planning on, no matter what le-XE and 1 
tell you" 

"Come on" Dengar motioned Neelah over toward the 
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really is." 

They managed to lift the pallet, with Dengpr taking most 
of the unconscious figure's weight into his arms, until the 
loose gravel shifted under his feet and he saw how strong 
Neelah actually was; she braced herself and caught the 
load from toppling to one side. Dengar instructed one of 
the medical droids to loop the carrying strap of the pallet 
around his neck. With the lantern's beam wavering ahead 
of them, they started downward into the rrurk and 
stomach-churning smell 

"How do you know . . ." At the pallet's back end, 
Neelah gasped ibr breath 'How do you know we can 
get out this way?" 

"1 don't," said Dengpr sinply. 'But there's an air current 
coming in from somewhere. You can feel it on your 
lace." He glanced over his shoulder at her. The 
nauseated pallor had diminished sli^ly, she had gone 
nurrb to the smell of the decaying Sarlacc's carcass, 
buried beneath whatever was left of its nest under the 
Great Pit of Carkoon Neelah took a deep breath, 



nostrils flared, and only g^^d slightly. 'Even with the 
stink," continued Den^, "I can tell it's coming from 
somewhere outside of these tunnels. If we follow it to its 
source, we ni^ find someplace where we can either 
crawl out or dig our way to the surface. Or.. ."He ^ve 
a shrug. "We won't. The borrbing raid mi^ have 
collapsed the rest of the tunnels with too rruch rubble Ibr 
us to get throu^ In which case, it's pretty rmch over for 
all of us." 

'You sound pretty calm about that possibility." 

"Whafs rry choices? I volunteered for this gig." One 
comer of Dent's mouth lilted in a gjim smile. "Later on, 
when fm actually dying, I mi^ let rryself get a little 
more emotional about it. In the meantime we mi^ as 
well save our strength Ibr whatever dicing we're going 
to have to do." He lilted his end of the pallet higher. 
"Come on. We mi^ as well find out what it's going to 
be." 

The two medical droids followed behind. 'This goes 
a^inst all sound therapeutic protocols." SHSl-B voiced 
its concern aaaia "We're not taking resnonsibilitv Ibr 



whatever happens to our patient." 

"Absolution" The shorter one trundled with dif licully 
over the tunoel's rough terrain "Lack of blame." 

'Yeah, right. Whatever." Dengar didn't look back at the 
complaining droids. 'You're off the hook." The lantern's 
beam laded away into the darkness ahead of him 

"Just don't tell me about it." 

"Do you think he'll be okay?" The worry in Neelah's 
voice was audible. "He's been jostled around quite a bit. 
Maybe we should let the droids take a bok at him-" 

'That's a good idea." Dengar kept on walking down the 
turmel's sbpe, his hands gripping the comer of the pallet 
at his back. 'That'll give whoever it is topside lots of time 
to take another pass at us." 

"Oh" Neelah sounded abashed. '1 guess you're ri^." 

"About this one, I am We'll all be better off the sooner 
we get out of here." He was already thinking about the 



next time he would see Manaroo. And if he would ever 
see her again A bt of his recent decisions, his plans and 
schemes, were swiftly metamorphosing to regrets. And 
this could be the last one, he thought as the pallet's 
wei^ corrbined with that of its unconscbus passen^r 
to dig into Dent's hands. Even his sensory perceptions- 
the tantalizing hint of fresh air against his sweating iace- 
could have been lies and wishes, rather than the simple 
truth that he was walking throu^ his own tomb. His 
doubts iaded a bit when the tunnel's floor leveled beneath 
his feet; the slope he and Neelah had carried Boba Fett 
down had extended, through its various twists and turns, 
at least a hundred yards. That wasn't enough, Dengar 
knew, to take them out of the territory of another 
bombing raid. But he was iamiliar with the rocky 
outcroppings of the Dune Sea's surface all around what 
had been his hiding place's entrance; there was a good 
chance that they had reached a point where the ground's 
bones hadn't been conpletely atomized. The bombs' 
impact might even have created new passages to the 
oxy^n above, untainted by the stench of the rotting 
Sarlacc. By now, the smell had gotten bad enou^ that 
Den^ could taste it, a nauseating film that had crept 



down the back of his tongue.... 


"Look!" Neelah called out from behind him Dengar 
glanced over his shoulder, then in the di rection in which 
her upraised hand pointed, as she balanced the comer of 
the pallet against her thi^ The lantern's beam swept 
across a slanting heap of broken stone. "I don't see 
anything...." 

'Turn off the lantern," ordered Neelah He thurrbed off 
the power switch. The li^ had been dim enou^ that his 
eyes only took a few seconds to adjust to the darkness. 
Which wasn't complete a thread ofdayli^t, clouded with 
dust motes, drew a jag-ed^d spot onfy a few inches 
from the toes of his boots. Dengpr tilted his head back 
and spotted the cleft in the rocks overhead. The hole 
looked hardly bi^r than the width of his hand. 

'This'll take a Me work." Dengpr nulled over the 
situation. He and Neelah had lowered the pallet between 
themselves. With the lantern switched back on, he 
studied the wall of crurrbled stone nearest the hole. "I 
can get up there, all right. And so can you; it doesn't look 
likp that had a climh " He nninted tn Fett "He's oninv tn 



be the problem, thou^ 


'You've got a line coil, don't you?" With a nod of her 
head, Neelah indieated one of the equpment pouches at 
Dent's waist. "If you could get up there and pry the 
gap open wider-or if you could ^t out to the surlace- 
then I could tie a loop around his chest and under his 
arms, and you could haul him up." Nothing had been 
heard from the medical droids ibr a while as they had 
strayed along behind Den-^ and Neelah But now 
SHSl-B spoke up. 'The patient," it protested loudty, "is 
not in any kind of condition Ibr a maneuver as you've 
described. Verysimply, you'11 kill him ifyou try that." 

'Yeah, and if we leave him down here, he'll be just as 
dead." Under the best of circumstances. Den-gar would 
have gotten tired of the droid's ofiScious carping. He took 
out the line and lastened one end to his belt so his hands 
would be free for clirrbing He gave the rest of the coil to 
Neelah, then nodded toward Boba Fett. "Pull him back a 
bit so the both of you will be out of the way of whatever 
I pull down" There was another possibility that Dengar 
had left unspoken Specilicalfy, that in trying to widen the 



li^t-spilling overhead, he'd bring down the entire 

roof of this underground space, burying himself and the 
others under a few tons of rock. The borrb ing raid had 
left the area in a state of fiagile balance; even removing 
the smallest stone might trig^r a collapse of everything 
surrounding it. 

He left the lantern with Neelah, instructing her to point it 
toward the area around the bri^t crevice he'd be 
working on. As he started to clirrb, fingertips digging into 
the loose rock, he could hear her dragging the pallet over 
to the iarthest angle of the space below him One stone 
shifled as he put his hand's wei^ on it. The stone came 
Iree and turrbled away, he would have followed it, 
crashing hard down the slope he'd traversed so iar, if he 
hadn't mana^d to bop one arm around a lar^r 
outcropping just above and to the side of his head. His 
feet dangled in air for a moment as more of the dislodged 
stones rattled and slid out from under his boot soles. 

"Are you all ri^?" Den^ heard Neelah's voice from 
below as the lantern beam pinned his one hand straining 
to hold its grip on the outcropping and his other dug in 
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"Do I look all right?" The hazard annoyed Dengar more 
than alarmed him Without turning his head, he shouted 
down to Neelah. "Move the li^... over just a bit.. 


The beam shifted as he managed to get more of his 
weight balanced on the outcropping, his chest pressing 
a^inst its top ridge. He reached up and grasped the 
edge of the tiny ^p he had spotted from the ibor of the 
turmeL With a push, it gave way, he flung the stone away 
as he turned his head to shield his eyes from the gravel 
and dust raining dowa 

More dayli^ spilled down from the Dune Sea's surface; 
Den^ could even see, as he tilted his head back, a 
patch of cloudless sky. We can make it, he thought with 
relief Sweat trickled down his neck and across his chest 
as his free hand yanked out a few more stones jutting into 
the vertical opening. They fell into darkness, striking the 
others he had previous^ tom loose. He was grateful Ibr 
the fresh air, dry and hot as it was from the suns' 



poundmg temperature, that flooded across his lace and 
into his throat. Anything was better than the stink that 
filled the caverns and tunnels beneath the surface.... 

The beam of li^ suddenfy disappeared. 



"Hey!" Den^ shouted to Neelah bebw him "Swing that 
li^t baek up here!" The glare of dayli^ coming down 
the widened hole wasn't enough for him to make out the 
details of the space's ceiling; he eouldn't see which rock 
to grab and pull on next. "I still need it-" 

'There's something down here!" Neelah's shout eehoed 
off the eurved walls of crurrbling stone. Her next words 
were tinged with sudden fear. "Something big! "13 

Den^ managed to twist himself around so he could see 
what she was talking about. A raw lau^ burst from his 
throat as he recognized the mottled surface, rounded and 
stretehing hi^er than even the tallest humanoid's stature. 

"It's the Sarlace," said Dengar. 'Dr part of it, at least." 
From his preearious hold on the rock outcropping, he 
watehed as Neelah played the light across the immense 
serpentine form, its bulk sealing off the for end of the 
eavem There was no sign of the creature's head or tail, 
as the segment made visible by the lantern lay immobile. 


'That's why it smells so bad in here, remerrber? There's 



probably pieces of it scattered all through these tunnels, 
or whatever's left of them" 

Nose wrinkling in disgust, Neelah stepped a little closer 
to the giant form Enough li^ bounced off its scales, 
made shinier by patches of decay and the dried ichor of 
its bbod, that the pallet with Boba Fett on it could be 
seen several meters away. The two medical droids, the 
readouts o n their torsos blinking, redded Neelah's 
investi^tions with onty mild curiosity. Dengpr turned 
back to his work on their escape route. 'Get that light 
beam up here-" 

'It's alive!" 


The force of Neelah's shout came cbse to knocking 
Den^ loose from the outcropping "What're you talking 
about?" He pulled himself larther up on the stone before 
looking back dowa 'You can smell that the things 
deader than-" 

"It moved!" With her voice a mixture of fury and alarm, 
Neelah pointed at the bulk ofthe Sarkcc segment. 



"I saw it just now. When I poked at it. 


"Nothing to wony about," said Dengar. His arm, where it 
crossed over the stone's comer rid^, was starting to go 
nurrb. 'Probably just part of the decomposition process. 
You rmst've disturbed some ^ bubble inside the 
tissues. It's probably going to get a lot worse smelling in 
here real soon-" 

His words turned to silence as a visible shiver ran across 
the towering convex wall of the Sarlacc segrnent. Dengar 
could easily see the motion, like a peristaltic wave 
traveling across the scales and crusted decay patches. 

'There!" Neelah kept the lantern beam directed at the 
glistening bulk. 'That's what it did beibre! I thou^t you 
said this thing was dead!" 

It'd better be, thought Dengar. A sense of foreboding 
moved up from the base of his stomach and into his 
throat. Boba Fett had killed the damn thing; he'd blown 
his way out of its gut. From trauma like that, 'the Sarlacc 
had to have died; there was no other possibility. None- 
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panic. 


That fear rose out of his dark, unbidden wondering. No 
one had ever seen the Sarlacc entire; it had lain buried in 
its nest in the Great Pit of Carkoon before there had ever 
been sentient bein^ on the planet of Tatooine. The 
Tusken Raiders, who had ridden their sha^ bantha 
mounts across the Dune Sea wastes for centuries untold, 
had ancient legends of the Sarlacc giving birth to itself at 
this world's center in the days before the twin suns had 
split apart. Bom and growing with the slow persistence 
of an eternal creature, dicing and rooting itself in its 
tunnels beneath the sand and rocks, until the day would 
come when it had eaten everything else and would 
consume itseUJ continuing an endless cycle of destruction 
and rebirth 

It was all nonsense, Dengar knew. There was no point in 
paying attention to Tusken rt^fos. But at the same time 
nobody on or off Tatooine had ever determined the exact 
physiology of the Sarlacc. Maybe it's got more than one 
stomach, thou^ Dengar. Or it can regenerate itsek^ like 
a plant. Nice possibilities for it; too bad for anybody who 



mi^t have foolishly wandered into its reach. Like usHis 
fears proved suddenfy correct. The eurving wall of the 
Sarlace segment reared up, like a giant serpent uncoiling. 
It reached hi^er than Dengafs hold on the outeropping, 
the scales drawing across the roof of the cavern several 
meters away from him A shower of rocks and sharp- 
edged debris rained down as Neelah scrarrbled to 
temporary safety near the pallet and the two medieal 
droids. 

The interior of the cavern shook with seismic force as the 
Sarlace's writhing form crashed down a^ia Dengar 
gripped the outcropping tighter, trying to keep from being 
thrown loose from it. More rubble poured down the 
widened gap, with hot stones and sand felling across his 
shoulders and the side of his averted fece. 


Even before he could see what was happening down 
below, Dengar had gotten his end of the rope line around 
the outcropping and had knotted it last. ’'Grab the kne!" 
he shouted as the dust started to settle. 'Til pull you up!", 


He could feel her tuning at the other end of the line. But 
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illumined by a combination of the daylight from above 
and the beam of the lantern knocked on its side, he saw 
that Neelah had draped the unconscious figure of Boba 
Fett from the pallet and had gotten him upright. Fett's 
weight was braced agpinst her shoulder as she looped 
the line around his chest. 

'There-" Neelah stepped back and shouted to Den^. 
'Take him up! Start pulling!" 

Boba Fett's arms dangled at his side, the tautened rope 
all that kept his limp body from collapsing to the floor of 
the cavern Flis head blled Ibrward, chin against his 
chest. The only sigp of him still being alive was the slight 
motion of his rag^d breath 

No point in arguing; Dengar knew that it would be a 
waste of time with the obstinate female. Fie clanhered up 
onto the outcroppings top surface, then reached down 
and grabbed the line with both hands. Flis spine hit the 
rock wall behind him as he reared back and pulled. The 
body of the unconscious bounty hunter straightened, feet 



danglmg clear ol the ground, as Den^ drew hett 
toward himself The cavern shook as the Sarlacc 
segrnent, either in its death throes or fromhun^r spurred 
by its awareness of the humans' presence, convulsively 
lifled itself and slammed its length against the side of the 
cavern directly beneath Dengar. Beneath the pounding of 
his heart, the outcropping trerrbled and groaned, as 
thou^ the larger stone it was part of was about to pull 
free from the upper reaches of the cavern walL He 
reached down and grabbed another section of line, 
hauling Boba Fett higher into the open space; the Sarlacc 
segrnent came within inches of the bounty hunter's feet as 
it doubled upon itself in hissing agony. 

Fett was still several meters away fromDengar's grasp as 
the Sarlacc segrnent crashed down toward the cavern 
floor once ag^in Its head and tail were still unseen, 
extending into the darkness at either end of the space. 
The echo of its impact a^inst the ground rolled through 
the cavern like buried thunder; more sharp bits of rock 
pelted against Dengar's back. One side of the gap, the 
escape route to the surface he had been widening, 
sheered olF and fell tunhling, inches away from the 

7 1^1 



au^pt^iiut^u u^ui.^; ui jjvjua I t;a. iiit; lui^ uuluil^' iiuiiLt;i 

slowty revolved as Deng 3 r strained to pull him higher. 
That was the only motion Fett showed, as thou^ the 
loop around his chest had squeezed the last remaining life 
force from him 

Past Fett, Dengar could see the two medical droids 
scurrying to safety at the other side of the cavern as the 
Sarlacc segment twisted onto its side, scales crushing the 
rocks beneath it to powder. Neelah backed away, the 
lantern's beam widening agpinst the Sarlacc's flank, then 
turned and ran as the towering curve gained speed, 
rolling toward her. As Dengpr watched, the stone 
fragments slid out from beneath her feet, throwing her 
onto her hands and knees. The lantern clattered to a halt 
less than a meter away, its beam angling upward onto the 
bulk of the Sarlacc. 

The glowing ellipse of light on the Sarlacc's scales grew 
larger as the segment continued to twist about, like a 
hideous tidal wave of rou^-ed^d armor and injured 
flesh. Neelah gave a cry of mingled pain and fear as the 
segrnent rolled onto her foot and 



lower leg, pinning her to the Ibor of the cavern. The 
Sarlace segment hatted its motion, as if some sense within 
it were aware of the captive it had made. Its eonvex 
mass bomed over Neekh as she twisted onto her side 
and pushed fiitilely at it with her bare hands. All that it 
would take to crush her into a lifeless and broken thing 
would be for the Sarkcc to continue its twisting, rolling 
motion, the heavy tide of its bulk sweeping through the 
eavem and obliterating everything in its path. 

Den^ tu^d the rope line high enough to loop it 
around the end of the outcropping leaving the un 
eonseious Boba Fett suspended above the Sarkce 
segrnent. With one hand holding on, he dug with the 
other into the holster on his belt, caught between his own 
wei^ and the rock's surface. He managed to drag out 
his bkster, leaving abraded skin from the back of his 
hand across the rou^ stone. Den^ shilled his position 
on the outcropping trying to line up a clear shot, past the 
dangling figure of Boba Fett and into the mass of the 
Sarkce.... 


That shifting of wei^t on the stone, plus the damage to 
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Sarlacc's convulsive thrashing, was enou^ to break the 
outeropping free, a hairline crack just past Dent's 
ebow splitting open with a puff of dust. The ibrward 
edge of the outcropping shot downward as he seranbled 
to keep hold of it. His teeth rattled in his head as the 
narrow point of stone jammed itself against the other side 
of the crevice, a meter below where the outcropping had 
been positioned belbre. The knot of the line lastened to 
Boba Fett slid down the outcropping and caught at the 
juncture of the stone and the crevice wall 

The sharp, sudden movement had knoeked the blaster 
free from Deng 3 r's grip. Clutching the stone, he watched 
helplessly, time expanding into sbw motion, as the 
weapon spun in the air and choking dust near the 
cavern's ceiling, then fell Grp and mizzle turrbled end 
over end, beyond any point where Dengar could have 
cau^ it, even if he'd been able to take one of his 
clawing hands away from the stone. 

He saw something else then, something that had eome to 
life as unexpeetedly as the buried Sarlaec. The sudden 
drop of the line had snapped Boba Fett's head back, so 



that his pale, unhelmeted visa^ was turned toward 
Den^ and t he dayli^ spilling into the cavern from 
above. The bounty hunter appeared dead, as thou^ the 
medical droids' disregarded warnings had proved true, 
afier all; it ni^t as well have been a corpse that Dengar 
and Neelah had carried through the underg'ound tunnels, 
and that now dangled unmoving in midair.... 

Boba Fett's eyes opened, gazing direct^ into Dent's. 
Slow-motion time stopped entirely as Fett's cold regard 
pierced the other bounty hunter's spirit. Then time started 
up again, slamming into microsecond events. One of 
Boba Fett's hands raised from his side, shot out and 
cau^ the felling blaster, as sharpfy and deftly as an 
uncoiling serpent striking its prey. The weapon filled his 
grasp as thou^ it were an extension of his being, a part 
of him as rmch as the bones of his spine. 

Fett's ^ze broke away. As Dengpr watched from 
above, Boba Fett scanned downward to where the great 
bulk of the Sarlacc segrnent held Neelah trapped a^inst 
the cavern's floor. Fie extended his arm, the blaster's 
mizzle on the same direct course as his si^ strai^ into 
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The cavern filled with blade-ed^d shadows as the 
blaster erupted into coruscating fire, its explosive touch 
pulsing at a diagonal across the open space. Its force 
was enough to deflect the rope line from vertical, like a 
miniature rocket thrusting Boba Fett away from its flaring 
burst. Fett kept the blaster's inpact pouring into the same 
spot on the curved surface of the Sarlacc as a burning 
stench mingled with the thick odor of decay that had 
already hung in the close, lung-oppressing air. At the 
exact same moment the Sarlacc segment reared upward, 
stung by the blaster's white-hot needle. Bits of broken 
scales and charred flesh scattered across the cavern; the 
creature's raw wound, cut deeper by the continuing fire, 
sizzled beneath an acrid haze of black smoke. 

Neelah dug her fin^rtips into the rubble-strewn cavern 
floor as more sparks and pieces of blackened tissue 
rained around her, striking a pool of the Sarlacc's blood 
with quick, spattering steam She crawled painfidly 
forward, dragging the leg that had been trapped behind 
her, as the bri^ stream from the blaster in Boba Fett's 
arin continued tearina onen a wider and deener section. 



like a red doorway being carved into living stone. 

A scream of agony, the wordless cry of a wounded 
beast, sounded from iar within the unlit tunnels beyond 
the cavern space. Louder and shriller, until it was a 
physical presence, its force shivering the walls and tearing 
one stone loose from another. Neelah crouched against 
the side of the cavern, close to the two medical droids, 
as sections of the cavern's ceiling cracked apart and fel 
The broken stones struck the bleeding and charred flank 
of the Sarlacc segment, then tuniiled and rolled to a halt, 
mounting against the creature. The cry broke olf as a 
diflerent motion seized what was lefl visible of the 
Sarlacc. The rocks piled agpinst it shifted as the segrnent 
retracted into the tunnel opening at the farthest edge of 
the cavern From above, Dengpr had a momentary 
glimpse of a rag^d terminus, gray and scabbed with the 
segrnent that had been tom from its connection with the 
larger creature. Then it was gone, leaving the stones and 
churning dust behind. 

In Boba Fett's hand, the blaster went silent. He looked 
back toward the li^-filled opening and the outcropping 



precariously slanting across. Dengar could see in the 
bounty hunter's iaee that he was burning up the last of his 
strength, summoned from a reserve deep within him 

"Lower me...." Fett's voice rasped, like words spoken 
within an airless torrb. "Now . . ." Dengpr managed to 
brace his feet against the side of the gpp, enou^ to 
unlasten the line from the outcropping and pay it out hand 
over hand, gradually dropping Boba Fett toward the 
floor of the cavern When the line slaekened, Dengar 
looped it over his shoulder, using his other hand to clfrrb 
up the vertical opening. Fie reached the surlaee, 
collapsing onto the hot sands of the Dune Sea. Drawing 
in an exhausted breath, he sat up and clutched the line 
ti^inhis fists. 

A tug eame on the line. Dengar stood up and pulled, 
grabbing more of the line as he baeked step-by-step 
away from the opening. Fie eould tell from the weight that 
there was more than just Boba Fett at the other end of 
the line now. 

More rruscle . . . than brain, thought Dengar as he 
broudit the line inch bv inch over the roeks and sand. He 



supposed that was why he had a certain place in the 
bounty-hunter business, and Boba Fett had a diSerent, 
and rruch more lamous one. He dug in, the line's tautness 
keeping him from felling over backward, and finally saw 
one of Fett's arms reach upward from the hole, his hand 
sinking into the ground and leveraging his chest into view. 
Boba Fett had his other arm around Neelah, holding her 
ti^ a^inst himsell; the hole had been widened just 
enou^ between Dengafs eflbrts and the crashing of the 
Sarlacc segment, to albw the two close-pressed bodies 
to scrape tlrough. 

The line went slack, dunping Dengar onto his seat, as 
Boba Fett got Neelah up onto the sand, then with a final 
push against the sides of the hole, collapsed beside her. 
In all directions, the silence of the Dune Sea ex tended 
from them Wearily, Den^ got to his feet and scanned 
across the low hills; tilting his head back, he searched the 
cloudless sky, sun glare almost blinding him There was 
no sigp of any ships. The bombing raid that had left the 
desert wasteland cratered and scorched seemed 
efiectively over, its perpetrators having removed 
themselves beyond the atmosphere of Tatooine. Thou^ 



by this point, if they had returned, Den^ didn't feel 
capable of anything other than flopping on the ground 
and letting the expbsive charts finish him oflE He 
walked over to the other two. Boba Fett lay on his back, 
eyes closed; the onfy indication of life was the slow rise 
and fell of his chest. Whatever strength had been left in 
him was enough for basic respiratory functions, and 
nothing else. 

'How are you doing?" Deng9r's shadow fell across 
Neelah's lace. 

She nodded sbwfy. 'Tm okay." With the back of a 
begrimed hand, Neelah pushed her sweat-damp hair 
away Ifomher eyes; the motion left a black smear across 
her lace. She sat up and drew her knees toward her 
breast so she could exambe the ankle that had been 
pinned beneath the wei^t of the Sarkcc segrnent. A 
wmce drew her eyes shut for a second as she poked at 
the bruised flesh 

"Nothings broken, I don't think." Leaning a^inst Dengar 
for balance, she stood upri^ and gingerly put her weight 
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the hole from which they had just escaped. 'Given the 
circumstances I have just observed," called SHSl-B 
loudly, "I would anticipate that medical attention is 
required by all parties in the immediate vicinity. Plus, the 
patient we had previously been attending is undoubtedly 
in need of-" The hectoring comments were cut short 
when Neelah picked up a rock and tossed it down the 
hole. It clanked agqinst metal and plastoid, rendering the 
medical droid silent for a moment. 

'Tmnot going back down there," announced Neelah. 

'Tve had enou^ time on that line already." Dengar gave 
a weary si^ As always, he supposed it was up to him 
The medical droids still had their uses-for one, SHSl-B 
had been obvious^ ri^ about Boba Fett needing some 
further attention, especial^ after what had been drained 
out ofhimundemeath the Dune Sea's surface. And there 
were the various supplies-bits and pieces; not rruch-that 
he and Neelah had managed to carry with them from the 
hiding place. Those would un doubtedly come in handy, 
given foeir present exposed situation 



"All right," said Dengar. He looked around tor the 
nearest boulder to which to lasten the line. "But when 1 
get done, you're both going to owe me. Big time." 

"Don't worry about that." Neelah smiled up at him 

'You'll ^t all the rewards that're coming to you." He 
wasn't sure what that meant. Even as he was clarrbering 
back down the escape-route hole, the strap of the lantern 
clenched in his teeth, he was wondering whether those 
rewards would be a good or bad thing, when they finally 
got to him 

All that noise had upset the felinx; it trerrbled in Kuat of 
Kuafs arms as he stroked its silken fir. 'There, there," 
he soothed the fiightened animaL "It's all over now. You 
have nothing to worry about." That was the difierence 
between creatures such as the felinx and the galaj^s 
sentient inhabitants. "Go to sleep, and dream whatever 
you want." He stood at the great viewport of the Kuat 
Drive Yards' flagship, watching the mottled sphere of the 
planet Tatooine dwindle in the distance, a clump of dirt 
among the hard, cold stars. A good part of that dirt was 
now in considerably more battered condition than belbre; 



the milary squadron that had pounded the surface of the 
Dune Sea to dust was already en route, heading back to 
Kuat by a circuitous route, junping in and out of 
hyperspace to toil any possible attempts at tracking and 
linking them to the just-concluded borrbing raid on 
Tatooine. All insignia and identification beacons had been 
carefully stripped from the vessels beibre they had left on 
their mission. W hen word of the raid filtered throu^ the 
watering holes and back alleys of Mos Eisley, and any 
corresponding places on other worlds, the specu lation 
would most likefy be directed toward the Eftpire or 
possibly the Black Sun or^nization That notion pleased 
Kuat of Kuat as he scratched behind the sibling felinx's 
ears. We move in secret ways, raised Kuat. The better 
to reach our destination... 

The even more pleasing notion was that Boba Fett had 
reached his final destinatioa That had been the whole 
point of the borrbing raid. Reports of the bounty hunter's 
death had already reached Kuat of Kuat; many other 
sentient creatures, humanoid or not, would have heard of 
someone going down the gullet of the Sarlacc and would 
have concluded that was the end of that person Kuat of 



Kuat had, however, more experience with the individual 
in question; Boba Fett had always had an urmerving 
ability to show up alive, if somewhat battered, long alter 
any ordinary man's death would have been well assured. 
Attention to detail had made KDY the manulacturing 
force that it was in the g&laxy, supplier of vessels to 
Enperor Palpatine as well as the shadowy figures that 
ran Black Sun; the present Kuat of Kuat had inherited 
the same thoroughness that had characterized his 
ancestors. 

'Tt's not enou^ to know that someone is dead," he 
whispered to the felinx as he held the animal's luxurious 
fir close to his throat. 'You want them buried, or better 
yet, scattered across the landscape in Me pieces-" 

"Excuse me, sir." 

Kuat of Kuat glanced over his shoulder and saw one of 
his comm supervisors. 'Yes?" Even aboard the 
corporate flagship, he had no tasfe for the obsequious 
formalities that characterized Palpatine's court; KDY was 
a business, not a theater for mono-maniacal self 
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"What is it?" 

'The damage survey has just come ia" The comm 
supervisor held up a thin, self-contained data readout, 
with red, gbwing nurrbers arran^d in neat rows. 'From 
the monitoring deviees we left behind on Tatooine." He 
had been expecting those. "What's the analysis?" 

"Maxiraim ground penetration was achieved." The comm 
supervisor ^nced at the readout. "All areas surrounding 
the Great Pit of Carkoon were eflectively saturated by 
the bombing raid. Probability of anything on the surlaee 
of the Dune Sea, or anywhere underground, to a depth 
of twenty meters, is"-a few quick buttons were punched 
on the readout's eontrols-"zBro-point-zBro-zero-zero- 
one. The targeted tolerance level we went in with was 
only two zeroes past the decimal point." A satisfied 
expression crossed the eomm supervisor's laee as he 
lowered the device. 'Td say the chances are pretty good 
that we achieved our objective." 


'Ah." Kuat of Kuat slowly nodded." 'Pretty good,' 



you say?" 


The comm supervisor's pleased expression vanished; he 
was one of the youn^r staff merrbers reporting directly 
to the heir and owner of the conpany. "A figure of 
speech, sir." He still had a lot to learn 'The objective 
was undoubtedly acconplished." 

'Thafs more like it." The felinx rrurmured drowsily 
beneath Kuat of Kuaf s hand. 'Dr as undoubtedly as can 
be expected in this stubborn universe." He bestowed a 
smile on his underling "We have to play the percenta^s, 
don't we?" 

"Sir?" 


"Never mind." A sleepy protest came ifom the felinx as 
Kuat bent down and set it on the intricate^ tessellated 
floor. 'Thanks ibr the inlbrmatioa You can go now." 

The comm supervisor made his exit, and Kuat of Kuat 
turned back to his contemplation of Tatooine, now hardly 
more than a thurrbnail-sized blot in the viewport. Its 



woruiess voice louuer, me leiinx ruooeu agiinsi nis 
ankles, negotiating to be picked up agaia 

"A long way to come ..." Kuat nodded as he numired 
his thou^ts aloud. "Just for nothing" He didn't share the 
comm supervisor's certainty about what had been 
achieved. Being sure of anything in this universe, was 
one of the toffies of youth Still, thou^ Kuat, it was 
worth trying Just fer the sake of thoroughness, and on 
the off chance that Boba Fett could be killed. There was 
so much at stake-so many plans and schemes, so deeply 
laid, and so critical to the survival of KDY-that it was 
worth any expenditure of time and capital to try to 
remove Fett from the muMeveled gpme board on which 
the Ehpire's pawns advanced. There were other players 
in the ^me as well-Black Sun, the Rebellion, smaller and 
even less savory empires like those of the Hutt clans and 
their like-but Kuat of Kuat wasn't concerned with those 
for the moment. 

The opponents didn't know, and neither did the pawn, 
just how important Boba Fett was in this gpme-Kuat of 
Kuat Ibund some wry amisement in that datum If Fett 
or Bnperor Pabatine ever did find out, thoudr the ^me 



would swiftly become more serious. And deadly There 
would be no more heirs to Kuat Drive Yards because 
the corporation itself would cease to exist. The 
Enperor's scaven^rs would pick the bones apart like a 
gemencrusted corpse. . . . There were still a great many 
moves left in the game, though, before that happened. 
Kuat was determined to play them alL 

"I suppose," he told the felinx, "we'll be seeing him again" 
That had been the main reason that he had canceled any 
orders ibr a second borrbing run on Tatooine's Dune 
Sea. The conviction had settled in Kuat of Kuat that it 
was a pointless endeavor; if Boba Fett was going to be 
eliminated, it wasn't by any means as relatively crude as 
that. "He'll take a good deal of killing Before he's dead 
enough" 

He supposed it hadn't been a complete waste, though 
Perhaps I've sbwed him down-there would be time to 
shift a few other pieces into position, to contenplate the 
game board and devise strategies for it. 

The felinx had waited long enough; now it inpatiently 



mionreu iis imsier so. 


"Soon enou^" Kuat of Kuat cradled the animal in the 
crook of his arm again and idly scratched the spot behind 
its ears that it liked the best. "A little time, perhaps. But it 
won't be long." 

It never was, when it came to dealing with Boba Fett. 
Just as before, on another part of the board, when the 
pawns had been creatures such as that wretched spidery 
assembler Kud'ar Mub'at and the Bounty Hunters Guild. 
That ^me, Kuat knew, had played out with latal speed. 

"Not bng," rrurrrured Kuat of Kuat agpim "Not long at 
all..." 

14 

THEN 

'There's something big coming down" Bossk's smile was 
jagged and ugly. As always. "Something really big." Boba 
Fett leaned back agpinst the wall behind the stone bench 
Nothing the Trandoshan told him ever came as a 
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how iar behind the curve he was always lated to be. 
Maybe he will find out, thought Fett, before he dies. "Go 
on," said Fett. In the meantime there was some value to a 
pretense ofigoorance on his own part. 'Tell me about it." 

"Wait a second." Bossk turned his scafy head, looking 
over the bleak eontents of Boba Fett's tenporary 
quarters at the Bounty Flunters Guild's main complex. He 
had already pushed the iron-hinged door shut behind 
himself with a push from his clawed hand. 'This isn't," he 
growled in a low voice, "something everybody needs to 
know about." The inspection from his slit-pupiled eyes 
apparent^ satisfied him, that there were no obvious 
listening devices installed in the cracks between the damp 
stones. "At least, they don't need to for the moment." 

'You have a compulsion for secrecy." Idiot, thou^ 
Boba Fett-a thousand snooping machines could have 
been hidden in the charrber that a mere visual scan 
wouldn't have deteeted. 'That's commendable." 

"Gotta be eareluL" Bossk sat down on the bench beside 
him and leaned in close. "Especially about 1 something 



like this. 


"Which is?" 


All around the sparsely furnished, rough-hewn space, the 
corridors of the Bounty Hunters Guild corrpound folded 
and coiled around each other, replicating the devious 
pathways of the minds contained thereia Those minds, of 
the bounty hunters themselves, had been getting 
progressively more devious since Boba Fett's arrival in 
their midst. He could sense it, like being inside an 
infinitely replicating maze, branching throng fractal 
progressions of paranoia and deceit. That was fine by 
him it was what his plans, and those of the arachnoid 
assembler Kud'ar Mub'at, called ibr. The bounty hunters 
were already getting lost in that maze; some of them 
wouldn't survive to find their way out. 

It's difiereitt for me, thou^ Fett. He was un concerned 
about the maze's exponential complexity. It didn't matter 
whether he had a map, or a thread leading his way out. 
When the time came, he would break his way throng 
the encircling walls, as thou^ they were made of 
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creatures' greed and malice. Soon enough... 

"A big job," said Bossk. His claws tightened reflexively, 
as thou^ upon either the neck of some merchandise or 
the credits to be gotten for it. 'The kind you like." 

Fett kept any trace of emotion out of his voice, words 
blank as the visor of his helmet. 'How big?" Leaning even 
closer, Bossk whispered hoarsefy into the audio reeeptor 
at the side of Lett's helmet. The Trandoshan's iang-lined 
smile was even bi^er when he drew away, the nurrber 
recited. 

"I see." Boba Fe tt wasn't surprised by the amount of the 
bounty being offered; he had his own sources of 
information, so rruch sharper and beyond those of any 
Guild merrber. 'Thafs an enticing sum." He wasn't 
surprised, either, that Bossk had shaved a quarter million 
credits off the price. Like most bounty hunters, Bossk 
had a flexible notion of what constituted a lair division of 
profits. "Very enticing, indeed." 

'Yeah, ain't it?" The contemplation of that kind of eredits 



now seemea lo inspire a new levei oi gnnenngeyea 
avarice in Bossk. "I knew you'd go for it." 

"And what is the exact nature of this merchandise?" Boba 
Fett already knew, but he had to ask in order to keep up 
the masquerade; Bossk had to believe that he was 
revealing the details rather than just confirming them 

"Somebody mist want it pretty badly to put that kind of 
price on it." 

'You can say that a^ia" Bossk held up one claw. 

"Here's the scoop. Seems a certain Lyunesi comm 
handler named Oph Nar Dirmid managed to work 
himself up a real case of hyper-eros." The toothy smile 
shilled into a leer. 'You know how it goes-the same old 
story." Fett knew what the Trandoshan was talking 
about. The Lyunesi were one of six sentient species on 
I^oone, a planet down-spiral from one of the remoter 
sectors of the Outer Rim Territories. Unusually dismal 
conditions had been brou^ about millennia ago by a 
seemingly permanent suspension of volcanic ash in the 
upper atmosphere, resulting in a ruthless competition for 



survival The other inhabitants of %oone would have 
wiped out the Lyunesi long ago if the fiagile creatures 
hadn't mastered the arts of interspecies communication 
Their skills went lar beyond mere translation of words 
and meaning; surrounded by enemies, with the 
continuation of their own breed dependent upon every 
nuance of language and gesture, the Lyunesi bou^ their 
lives with interpretive skills lar beyond even the most 
hi^Jy developed protocol droid. On Ryoone, that meant 
they made possible all the fluid and rapidfy shifting 
diplomacy between the planet's other species, the madly 
dissolving and re-forming alliances, the declarations of 
war and swiftly terminated peace treaties between 
sentient creatures who didn't even share the same 
metabolic basis, let alone language. In the galaxy beyond 
I^oone, the Lyunesi were found at every communication 
nexus, sorting out and fine-tuning the messages and 
negotiations between one wil(% dissimilar sector of the 
Empire and another. 

All that expertise at reading other species' inten tions and 
secrets had its downside, thou^ From time to time 
various Lyunesi fell prey to their own sensitivity. An all- 




consuming passion seizea mem; worse, i was nearly 
always reciprocated by the objeet of their desire. Unlike 
members of the reptilian Falleen species, whose 
conquests were achieved with a notable coldness and 
lack of feeling, Lyunesi and their hypererotic tarots 
rapidly found themselves in situations where neither 
partner was left with a shred of sell-preserving 
intelli^nce. Given the hi^-level diplomatic stations 
where Lyunesi were so often found, the results were 
usually catastrophic. And lataL 

"1 know the story," said Boba Lett. Both in general and in 
the specific case of Oph Nar Dinnid, which his own 
sources had told him about. 'Better that a high-ranking 
female should get involved with someone like Prince 
Xizor. The experience is reputedly more intense and 
pleasurable, and after it's over, the female mi^ still be 
alive. If she keeps her wits about her." Fett supposed 
that with someone like his sometime employer Xizor, that 
was what passed as chivalry. 'The problem with Lyunesi 
is that they're not smart enou^ to be heartless." 

'Yeah, well, this Dinnid person managed to ^t himself 
into a larse-canacitv vat of nerf waste." Bossk sneered; 



he had been bom without those wasteful, sentimental 
emotions. 'He was working for one of the major liege- 
holder clans out in the Narrant system; I won't say wMeh 
one-" 

'You don't have to. They're all alike." Boba Fett was 
well acquainted with those clans; they were really more 
loose confederations of genetically linked species, with 
deep layers of ritual obeisance and internal blood oaths 
patehing over their diflerences. It didn't work; they 
needed the ultradiplomatic Lyunesi around just to keep 
from killing eaeh other off A good gig for the natives of a 
baekwater world like I^oone-as long as they didn't 
screw up. 

But they always did. 

"Let me guess," said Boba Fett. "Dirmid's employers 
found him in a, let's say, conpromising position with a 
wife or dauber from one of the top clan houses." 

"Got that one ri^." Bossk's eyes glittered as sharp as his 
lan^. A Trandoshan's enjoyment of another creature's 
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to be gained thereby. "All the way to the top. Right up to 
the supreme lie^-lord himself And just like these 
Lyunesi-theyve got no sense at all-the revelation of the 
aflair was in public. At one of the formal clanoath 
ceremonies, couple thousand sublieges and their retinues 
all in their lord's great half Somebody accidentally struck 
the curtain behind the dais, it collapses, and there's our 
Oph Nar Dirmid and the lie^lord's alpha concubine, for 
all the ^laxy to see. Like I said no sense at alL" 

Bossk's description of events matched what Lett's 
sources had told him "It's remarkable that this Dinnid 
person got out alive." 

"I take it back the gi^ had some sense." Bossk shru^ed. 
"Not enough to keep himself out of trouble, but at least 
enou^ to have already planned his escape route when 
the nerf dropping hit the ventilation system There was a 
lot of confusion in the great hall-you can imagine-and 
Dinnid hi^tailed it out to a speeder he'd kept fueled and 
waiting, with its destination coordinates already 
programmed ia" 



"Where could he go? Where he'd be safe, that is." Boba 
Fett already knew the answer, but continued with his 
pretense. 'The Narrant liege-lords have a sense of honor 
that doesn't easily accept enirarrassment. They'll stop at 
nothing to ^t someone who has public^ humiliated them 
back in their grasp." 

'True." Bossk ^ve a quick nod. 'That's why this 
particular brd has put up such a killer bounty for the 
merchandise he wants. He can't just take his own troops 
out and hunt down the Me idiot, haul him back, and get 
whatever satisfaction he can out of Dirmid's hide-at least, 
not without spreading the story even larther afield. So, 
naturally, the lord wants the bounty hunters to do his dirty 
work for him" 

Silence was always a desired commodity in the 
bountyhunter trade. Boba Fett had made a specialty of 
quick, efficient-and quiet-work. "With that kind of credits 
being put up, I expect every bounty hunter in the Guild 
will be going after OphNarDinnid." 

"It's not that easy," said Bossk. 'The sneak not onfy had 
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hole up figured out as wel He's with the Shell Hutts." 
Boba Fett had heard that much as well Of all the 
Huttese clans, the Shell Hutts were the least numerous, 
and the most removed from the various alliances and 
interconnected dealing that bonded the other Hutts 
together. The Shell Hutts didn't even bok like their 
distant brethren, except in bulk and physiogiony, they 
had the same bask body mass and lar^-eyed, slit¬ 
mouthed laces, perfect for greedily stuffing assorted 
wriggling tidbits into. In that sense, of wanting to control 
everything on which their immense eyes lastened, they 
were identical to the rest of the Hutts. 

Ideittical in anatomic tou^mess as weB, with thick 
leathery skins impervious to blaster shots and acids, and 
vital organs so deeply buried under layers of blubber that 
they couldn't be even nicked with a vibroblade-the only 
physical threat that Hutts feared was specific bands of 
hard unshiebed radiation, the kind whose toxic effects 
built up in their bodies' shielding lat rather than being 
disspated throu^ normal excretion processes. That had 
kept the Hutts from extending their criminal enterprises to 
certain areas of the galaxy. Until one of the Huttese clans, 




sometime in the ha^ millennia of the past, had given 
themselves what their own ^netics had Med to 
protective armored casings, bolted and welded together 
from heavy durasteel plates, supported and maneuvered 
about by built-in repulsor fields. All that showed of the 
Shell Hutts' soft, ^ktinous flesh were their jowly laces, 
protruding tortoiselike from iriscolkred ports at the front 
of the floating ovoid cases. Even the Shell Hutts' delicate 
little hands were hidden inside, manipulating the controls 
for the externally mounted grasping devices. Those 
seemed to work just as well at grabbing onto and holding 
big chunks of illgotten wealth 

"Why would the Shell Hutts be interested in a comm 
handler on the run?" Boba Fett had had dealings with 
various merrbers of the Shell Hutts; he knew they didn't 
do anything without a credits-related reason, just like the 
other Huttese. "If they need that level of translation and 
diplomacy skills, they can just bity whoever's on the 
market. Someone who doesn't have a price on his head." 

"Oph Nar Ditmid made himself valuable to them" A 
trace of grudging admiration sounded in Bossk's harsh 



voice, seems ne naa memory aug-mentors surgicauy 
implanted in his eortical areas, and stufied them M of the 
Narrant system's top-secret business information, 
dealings, and reeords that he had aecess to from working 
as the supreme He^-lord's protoeol intermediary. 
There's a lot of data inside Dirmid's head that the Shell 
Hutts have found to be pretty interesting And profitable." 

"So? Thafs not something that would keep Dinnid safe 
for long The Shell Hutts aren't exactly reticent about 
stepping data out of somebody's memory and then 
tossing the remains out like an enpty husk." 

Bossk leaned ebser, elose enough that Boba Fett eould 
smell blood and meat throng his hehnefs air filters. 
"Dinnid may be an idiot, all right, but he's not that kind of 
idiot. The memory augjnentors he had installed inside his 
skull have a time-based readout function wired into them 
All the secret business data from the Narrant system that 
he's carrying is released a few bits at a time-plus it's 
under an autodestruct eneryption The Shell Hutts try to 
craek his head open to get at the data, everything gets 
wped. But that's not even the best part. They can't even 
tell how rruch data is inside Dinnid. Basbalk he's 



valuable to the Shell Hutts for an indefinite period of time; 
it could be decades before the information is done 
spooling out of him" 

'That was clever of him" As with the rest of the story 
that Bossk had just related, Boba Fett feigned hearing it 
for the first time. "But it also means that the Shell Hutts 
aren't going to let go ofhimfor a good longtime." 

"Damn straight," agreed Bossk. He tapped a single claw 
a^inst Boba Fetfs chest. "Ifs not going to be easy, 
prying him out of their hands. That's why the bounty 
hunters aren't going out one by one to try and pull olf this 
job. Ifs going to take a team to nail down this piece of 
merchandise." 

Fett had been expecting this as well "Are you making me 
an ofler?" 

"Maybe." Bossk pulled back, taking another scan around 
the charrber and toward the rou^-hewn door. "Lets 
lace it things have been pretty tense around here since 
you showed up." The Trandosharis slitted eyes bored 
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of talk going on, from the old guard like ir^ lather and 
the rest of the Guild council, all the way down to the 
rawest bounty hunter on the menirership list." 

"What kind of talk?" 

"Don't mess with me," growled Bossk. 'You're valuable 
to me right now, but if you start ^tting funny, fll eat your 
brains out of your helmet like a soup bowl If fm making 
you an oiier, then it isn't just about catching hold of this 
Oph Nar Dirmid guy-though that should be reason 
enough for you to be interested. But it's about the future 
of the whole Bounty Hunters Guild. There's going to be 
some big changes coming down here, and people are 
lining up on one side or another, depending on which 
way they think it's going to go. Frankly, fd rather have 
you on rry side than not-but whatever side you're on, fm 
still going to win If 11 just be easier with you than without. 
And it'll be easier if you and I and a couple other 
handpicked barves pull off this Dinnid job. The bounty 
we'll get from it will bi^ us a lot of friends. But more than 
that, it'll show some of the fence-sitters around here just 
who's got what it takes to snag the hard merchandise. 



The ones who can do this job are the ones who should 
be running the Guild." 

'You've thou^ a great deal about this." Boba Fett kept 
his own voice level and free of emotion "Again-I'm 
inpressed." 

"Cut the flattery." The point of Bossk's claw dug a Me 
deeper into Fett's chest. "All I want to know is, are you 
with me on this one?" 

Bossk's eyes widened in surprise as Boba Fett's hand 
suddenly grabbed the other's list, squeezing the bones 
hard enou^ to grate them together beneath the 
overlapping scales. Fett slowty and deliberate^ moved 
Bossk's captured hand away from himseUj like setting a 
peculiar and unlovely art object at a distance. 

"All ri^." Fett released his durasteel-hard grip. 

'Tm with you" 

Sulkily, Bossk rubbed the joints of his hand. "Good," he 
said .after a moment. 'Til talk to some of the others. The 



ones who'll make the kind of team we need." He stood 
up from the stone bench. 'Til let you know how it's 
going." 

Boba Fett watched the Trandoshan pull the chanber's 
door shut behind himself^ then listened to the sound of his 
footsteps lading down the corridor outside. It's almost 
sad, thou^ Fett. The poor barve didn't know just how 
well things were already going 

But he'd find out. Soon enou^... 

'Your son has just concluded his visit." The majordomo 
for the Bounty Hunters Guild headquarters bowed his 
head, an obsequious grin on his lace. "And his 
conversation with the unsavory individual known as Boba 
Fett proceeded just as you, in your ever-present 
wisdom, predicted it would." 

Cradossk regarded the bobbing figure of the Twi'lek, all 
crouching curtsies and avarice-brightened eyes. The 
glistening bifurcate head tails of his underling reminded 
him of both Nirellian ground-slugs and uncooked 
sausaees. That notion snarked an automatic twinee of 



hunger in his gut-hut then, most things had that eflsct 
upon him 

"Of course it did." In his own luxurious^ appointed 
quarters, Cradossk fid^ted with the heavy straps of his 
normal business garb, the labrics a minor-keyed visual 
symphony in sorrber yet tastefiil grays and blacks. The 
^udier robes he'd worn at the banquet welcoming Boba 
Fett to the Guild had been hung by the majordomo in a 
vacuum-maintained, humidity-controlled closet. 'Thin^ 
go as I predict them, not because of any wisdom I might 
possess, but because of a tiresome lack of wisdom on 
other creatures' parts." 

'Your Worshipfulness is entirely too modest." Ob 
Fortuna worked his way around Cradossk, pale and 
clamny hands darting out to make some final 
adjustments to his employer's everyday outfit. "Would I 
have foreseen such things? Or your illustrious colleagues 
on the Guild council? Not very likefy." 

'That's because you and they are fools alike." The 
thou^t depressed Cradossk; all the burdens of 



leaaersiap weighed upon his shoulders, mere was no 
one to help him guide the Bounty Hunters Guild through 
these perilous shoals, in which conspiratorial enemies 
thronged like pack sharks. Not even his own son. Spawn 
of rry seed, Cradossk raised gloomily. It just showed 
that true rapacious savvy was derived more from 
experience than genetics. I shouldn't have been so easy 
on him, when he was just a Me reptile. 

"Someone else is here to see you." The major-domo 
made a few more final adjustments to Cradossk's ^b. 

"Did you call ibr him? Should I gjant him adnitlance?" 

'Yes to both questions." The lawning Twflek was getting 
on his nerves. "And it's a private matter. So your 
presence is not required." 

The majordomo ushered in the bounty hunter Zuckuss, 
then disappeared on the other side of the door he closed 
behind himself 

Of all the youn^r, rawer bounty hunters who'd ^ined 
admittance to the Guild, Zuckuss had always seemed one 




of the least suited for the trade. Cradossk g 3 zed at the 
breathing-masked figure in Ifont of him and wondered 
why any rational creature would place himself at such 
risk; it was like a child playing a dan^rous adult ^me, 
where the wagers were one's own life and the forfeits 
were measured out in pain and death His original 
motivation for pushing Zuckuss, with that less-than- 
imposing stature and dangling tubes of breathing- 
assistance apparatus, onto Bossk had been to give his 
son an easily disposable partner, someone who could be 
sacrificed in a ti^t situation with little regret or loss to the 
or^nization There were more where Zuckuss came 
Irom; would-be bounty hunters, with inflated notions 
about their own skills and tou^mess, were always lining 
up at the Guild's doors. This particular situation had 
chan^d, though Cradossk had another use for young 
Zuckuss. 

"I came as quickly as I could." Zuckuss was visibly 
nervous. And audibly the breath tubes curving at the 
bottom of his lace mask fluttered. "1 hope it isn't anything 
that-" 
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cartpaigii chair made of ferrurs reinforced with durasteel 
rods. 'If you were in any kind of trouble, believe me, 
you'd know about it already" Zuckuss didn't appear 
reassured. He glanced over his shoulder, as though the 
door of the charrber had been a trap meehanism 
snapping shut. 

"Actually, there's nothing wrong at alL" The bones of the 
chair were worn smooth beneath Cradossk's palms. 

"Much of what you've done has met with rry approval" 

"Really?" Zuckuss turned his ^ze baek toward the Guild 
leader. 

"Of eourse," lied Cradossk. "I have had reports 
concerning you My son Bossk is not easify impressed- 
that is, with anyone other than himself But he spoke 
quite hi^Jy of you The business with that aceountant... 
what was his name?" 

'That was Posondum" Zuckuss ^ve a quick nod. "Nil 
Posondum It's realty a shame that didn't go better. We 
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Clawed hands spread wide, Cradossk's shrug was both 
elaborate and soothing. "One does the best one caa Not 
everything happens the way it should." To say something 
like that required genuine acting ability on his part. 

"Bad luc k can happen to anyone." Inside himseh^ 
Cradossk still felt like pulling olf both his son's and 
Zuckuss's heads for screwing up that job so badly. Boba 
Fett had made complete fools out of both of them, and 
then repeated the ignominy when he'd slipped past them 
to come sailing into the Bounty Flunters Guild 
headquarters. 

"Don't worry about it. There'll be other times, other 
chances. There's always another piece of merchandise." 

'Tm... glad you feel that way...." 

'You have to take the long view in this business." He had 
given the exact same lecture to Bossk, and had been 
sneered at, years ago. 'You win some, you lose some. 
The trick is to win more than you lose. Go for the 



averd^s. 

'That's true, I guess." Zuckuss's anxiety level now 
seemed genuine^ lowered. "Except for Boba Fett. He 
always seems to wia" 

'Even Boba Fett." One of Cradossk's hands made a 
grand, all-encompassing ^sture. 'You wouldn't know it 
just by his reputation, but he and I go back a long way, 
and 1 can tell you that he's had his share of times when 
he's come up empty. Don't let that general aura of 
invincibility fool you." 

"Well... it's hard not to be mpressed. The things that 
are said about him..." 

Cradossk leaned forward in the campaigp chair and 
jabbed a claw into Zuckuss's chest. 'Tve been in the 
bounty-hunter trade a bng time, boy, and I'm telling you 
now, you're every bit as tou^ a barve as the great Boba 
Fett." 


"1 am?" 
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to himself He continued with the pitch. "I can teE There 
are certain-shall we say?-ineliable characteristics of the 
bom bounty hunter. Someone with the appetite and the 
skills for succeeding in this trade. 1 can smeE 'em That's 
why I'm the head of the Bounty Hunters GuEd, just 
because of rry being such a keen jud^ of character." He 
tapped the side of his snout with one claw. "And mf 
instincts teE me that those are exactly the skills you have." 

"WeE" Zuckuss slowly shook his head in amazement. 

'Tm... flattered." 

It's too easy, thou^ Cradossk. Telling creatures what 
they wanted to hear, down in however many hearts they 
carried around inside themselves, was the quickest and 
surest way to ^t them ready for sticking the knife ia 
Their defenses went down like so many security shields 
with surge-blown power foses. 

"Don't be." He had this Zuckuss exactly where he 
wanted him; time to spring the rest of the trap. 'The truth 
in this matter is inportant to both of us. Because there's 



something I need you to do tor me. Something 
important." 

"Anything," Zuckuss said quickly. He spread his gloved 
hands apart. 'Td be honored-" 

'That's line." With his own upraised hand, Cradossk cut 
ofiF the young bounty hunter. "I understand. Loyalty is 
another one of those characteristics, so important in our 
trade, that t discern in you." He tilted his head to one 
side, displaying an uneven, insinuating smile. "But we 
have to choose our loyalties, don't we?" 

'Tmnot sure t know what you meaa ..." 

'You've worked with rry son Bossk on a couple of jobs. 
So you're loyal to him, aren't you?" 

There was no hesitation before Zuckuss spoke. "Of 
course. Absolutely." 

"Well, get over it." The partial smile disappeared as 
Cradossk slouched back in the campaigp chair. 'Your 
loyalty is to me. And that's for a very simple reason. 



llKre's some rough times coming around here-as a 
matter of feet, they've already started. Some creatures 
aren't going to come out the other end of those times; 
there'll still be a Bounty Hunters Guild, but it's going to be 
a lot smaller. You want to be one of those that survive 
the shakeout, because the alternative is death." He 
peered closer at Zuckuss, seeing himself reflected and 
magnified in the other's eyes. "Am I making rryself 
clear?" Zuckuss ^ve a rapid nod. 'Perfectly clear." 

"Good," said Cradossk. '1 like you-that's why I'm 
making you this kind of ofler." In truth, it was a 
Trandoshan characteristic to despise all other lifelbrms, 
and he wasn't making any exception in this case. 

'You stick with me, and there's a good chance you'll 
make it. I'm not just talking about survival, but really 
getting somewhere in this organization Loyalty-to the 
ri^t creatures, that is-has its rewards." 

"What... what is it you want me to do?" 

'Pirst oflj keep your vocal apparatus rruted, concerning 
what we're talking about right now. The first part of 



loyally is being able to keep a secret Any bounty hunter 
who can't keep his mouth shut isn't bng ibr this gplaxy, at 
least not in any organization that I'm running." 

Another last nod. "1 cankeep quiet." 

"1 figured as mich." Cradossk let his smile reappear. 

"We're all scoundrels here, but some of us are better 
scoundrels than others." He leaned iarther forward this 
time, close enou^ that the breath from his flared nostrils 
formed momentary clouds onZuckuss's eyes. 

'Here's the deal You've heard about the Oph Nar 
Diimidjob?" 

"Of course. Everybody in the Guild is talking about it." 

"Including rry son Bossk, 1 take it?" Zuckuss nodded. 
'He's the one I heard it from" 

"1 knew he'd jump on it." Cradossk got some satisfaction 
from that; his spawn was at least arrbitious, if not overly 
smart. 'He Ices the big jobs, with the big payofis. This 



Ditmid job is just the kind of thing to get him salivating. 
Did he say anything about putting toother a team to go 
for it?" 


"Not tone." 

"He wil]," said Cradossk. 'Til see to that per sonally. My 
son may show some initial reluctanee to having you on 
the team, but fll make it worth his while to take you 
along There's some equipment to wMeh I can provide 
aecess, some inside information sources fm sure he'd 
find valuable-that sort of thing More than enough to 
make up ibr whatever share he and the others would 
have to cut you in on ibr being part of the operation" 

'Thafs very. . . kind of yon" Suspicion was discernible 
behind the curved lenses ofZuckuss's eyes. 

'But why would you do something like that?" There was 
hope for this creature yet; he wasn't a eonplete idiot. 
"If s very sinple," said Cradossk qui e% "1 do something 
for you"-he tapped his claw against the top of the other’s 
laee mask-"and you... do something... for me." With the 
last word, the point of Cradossk's claw tapped a^inst 



his own chest. "Now, that's not too hard to understand, 
is it?" Zuckuss nodded slowly, as though the claw in front 
of his lace had hypnotized him "What is it. . . that you 
want me to do?" 

"Now, that's simple as well" Cradossk rested both his 
hands on the bony arms of the campaigp chair. 'You're 
going to go out with the team that rt^^ son Bossk is 
putting toother to snag this particular piece of 
merchandise named Oph Nar Dirmid. The difference 
between you and Bossk, however, is that you'll be 
coming back." It took a few seconds, but illumination 
finally struck Zuckuss. "Oh . . ." The nod was even 
slower this time. "1 see...." 

'Tmglad you do." Cradossk gestured toward the door. 

"We'll talk some more. Later." 

When Zuckuss had scurried out of the chantier, 
Cradossk allowed himself a few moments of self satisfied 
raising There was lots more to do, string to pull, words 
to be whispered in the appropriate ears. But for now, he 

had tn admit tn hirrKplf that he aetiiallv did like this 



Zuckxiss creature. To a degree, thought Cradossk. Just 
smart enough to be useful, but not smart enou^ to 
realize how he was being used-at least, until it was too 
late. He ni^ even feel some regret when it came time to 
eliminate Zuckuss as welL 

But such, Cradossk knew, were the burdens of 

leadership. 

It had taken some doing, plus prying and digging with 
various tools inprovised from stifl^ sharp-pointed pieces 
of wire. But those were the sorts of skills that Twi'lek 
males were bom with. The result, after nearfy a year of 
surreptitious work on the part of the majordomo, was a 
tiny, undetectable listening hole, up near the ceiling of the 
anteroom to Cradossk's private chanter. Better than 
any electronic snooping device; those could always be de 
tected with a basic security scan-sweep. The 
majordomo, even as he was listening to the conversation 
between Cradossk and the young bounty hunter 
Zuckuss, congtatulated himself on his cleverness. One 
had to be clever to survive working tor carnivores like 



these. Usmg a eombmation ot toeholds between tte 
wall's massive stones and an ornamental wall hanging 
depicting the Guild's past gbries, Ob Fortuna clarrbered 
down from his eavesdropping post. He had heard 
Cradossk dismissing Zuckuss, their secretive diseussion 
over for the time being Past experience enabled the 
majordomo to ealculate precisely how long it would take 
for someone to turn from in front of the bench in which 
the Guild leader always sat, and walk the few meters to 
the chanfoer door. It was just long enough for the 
majordomo to ^t baek down and brush the dust and 
cobweb fragments from himsellj as though he had been 
standing there all along, waiting like a good and laithfiil- 
and non-conspiratorial-servant. 

'T trust your talk was pleasant?" The majordomo 
eseorted Zuckuss to the next door, leading out of the 
anteroom to the eorridors of the Bounty Hunters Guild 
headquarters. "And that you found inspiration in it?" 
Zuckuss seeme d distracted; it took a moment for him to 
respond. 'Yes .. ."He gqve a nod as he walked. "Veiy 

... inspiring. That's the word, all right." Idiot, thou^t the 

rmiorHnrm He had heard everv sv11ah1e that-had 



passed between this creature and Cradossk. Whether 
Cradossk was aware of it or not, there were no secrets 
around here. Not as iar as I'm concerned. 

"Excellent." The majordomo smiled, showing all of his 
own sharp-pointed teeth. He held open the anteroom 
door, using his other hand to keep his head tail from 
felling across his shoulder as he gpve a precisely 
calculated bow. "I trust we will have the pleasure of your 
conpany again" 

"What?" Standing in the corridor, Zuckuss gpzed at him 
as though puzzled by those sinple words. "Oh . . . yes, 
of course. I imagine you wil" He turned and walked 
away, like one weighted by a new and unlbreseen 
responsibility. 

The majordomo watched him go. He was more femiliar 
with the various shades of meaning attached to 
Cradossk's utterances. Nothing was ever as it seemed on 
the surfece. The poor bounty hunter didn't have a clue as 
to what kind of lethal mess he was ^tting into. 
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length of the anteroom, to make sure that the door to 
Cradossk's eharrtiers was still elosed. Then he hurried 
down toward the opposite end of the eorridor, to where 
the others who would be interested in this conversation 
would be waiting. With his hands tucked inside the folds 
of his long-skirted robes, he was already calculating the 
profits that would come Irom another piece of 
information bro-kering. 

15 

"What are we waiting for?" Bossk gnashed his lan^ in 
impatient fury. "We should have been on our way by 
now!" 

'Patience," counseled Boba Fett. "In this case, it is not so 
rmch a virtue as a necessity That is, if you want to pull 
off this job and live to tell about it." He watched the 
Trandoshan resume cursing and 

mitering under his breath, pacing back and forth in one 
of the landing docks larthest Irom the Bounty Hunters 
Guild complex. It struck Fett that he wouldn't have to do 



anything at all in order to ensure Bossk's destruction; 
eventually, the reptilian would explode from the ra^ 
bottled up inside him Or at the least, he thought, that 
nuch an^r will cause a fetal mistake somewhere along 
the line. Boba Fett's own survival was predicated on 
both violence and the cold, emotionless precision of his 
strategies and actions. Without the former, all the plan 
ning and scheming in the gafej^ would be impotent; that 
was something that the Empire, from Darth Va-der's 
underlings all the way up to Palpatine himseU^ understood 
completely. What a creature like Bossk didn't 
comprehend was that violence, however necessary, was 
a borrb nestled against one's own heart, in the absence 
of meticulous calculation. He'll find out, thought Fett. 
Soon enough. 

The smaller bounty hunter, Zuckuss, glanced nervously 
from Boba Fett over to Bossk, then back a^ia 
"Maybe," he said, "an advance party could head out 
toward the Shell Hutts. Do some reconnaissance so that 
when the rest of our team shows up there, we'll be ready 
to go right in" 
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thing that would accomplish would be to warn the Shell 
Hutts of our intentions. It's going to be hard enough 
keeping any element of surprise, without sending them a 
message like that." 

"But the ships are ready to go!" Bossk whirled about on 
the clawed heel of his foot. "If we wait any lon^r, the 
other Guild merrbers will put together teams for taking 
on this Dhmid job. They'll beat us to it!" Boba Fett didn't 
look up from the data readout in his hands; he continued 
checking the Slave fs armaments list. "It would be no 
great tragedy if anyone did that. Since they would have 
no chance off success, our merchandise would still be 
safely in the hands of the Shell Hutts, waiting for us. And 
it mi^ actually iacilitate our own plans, once we put 
them into motioa The Shell Hutts would see the 
difference between us and some crude pack trying to 
blast their way into the stron^ld." 

'You keep telling us about these great plans you've 
made." Bossk aimed a venomous stare at Fett. "When 
are you going to let us know exactly what they are?" 



"As I said beibre." Unflinching^, Boba Fett returned the 
other's hard g 9 ze. 'You need to cultivate patience." 
Bossk turned away again, his grurrbling even louder than 
before. 

The other team merrber was there with them in the 
landing dock. IG-88, a droid that had managed to 
become one of the Bounty Hunters Guild's more 
respected members-in iact, one of the few that Boba 
Fett would even consider to be a serious rival-brought 
his optical scanners around in Fett's direction. "There is 
patience," said IG-88 in a harshfy synthesized voice, "and 
then there is hesitation. The latter comes from fear and 
indecisioa We decided upon you as the leader of this 
tearris operations because we assumed that such were 
not your qualities. Our disappointment would be great if 
we found out otherwise." 

"If you think you can pull olf this job without me"-Fett 
lowered the data readout in his hands-"then go ahead." 

IG-88 regarded him for a moment longer, then gave a 
single nod of its head. 'You remain our leader. But I 
warn vou Don't exhaust what natience we do have." 



"Mine's already gone." Bossk had obvious^ eontinued 
stewing; the bok in his slitted eyes had gone from 
nurderous to annihilating. One hand hovered 
dangerously close to the blaster slung at his hip. 'Tve 
chan^d rt^^ mind. This whole team notion was a stupid 
idea-" 

"Um, Bossk . . ." Zuckuss raised his vobe. "It was your 
idea." 

"If I started it, then I can put an end to it as well" His 
gaze slowly moved across the three other bounty hunters. 
'You lot can do whatever you want. But I'm out of this, 
fm going out after Oph N ar Dirmid by rryself" 

'Tm afraid you don't have that option." Boba Fett tucked 
the readout inside one of his armor's storage pouches. 
His voice seemed even more level and emotionless, 
conpared with Bossk's boiling anger. 'You know too 
rmch about this operation for you to be on the outside of 
it. When you come in with me on a job, you stay until it's 
over. There's really only one way for you to quit." 



'Yeah?" Bossk sneered. "What's that?" IG-88 remained 
standing as before, his equalfy cold droid emotions-or the 
lack of them-observing the confrontation. Zuckuss drew 
back, ready to duck behind the fusela^ of one of the 
ships in the landing dock as Boba Fett dropped his hand 
to the curved grip of his own blaster. 

"Go ahead," said Boba Fett, "and try walking out on us. 
And you'll find out." 

The atmosphere tensed, as thou^ filling with 
subphotonic discharge from a battle cruiser's venting 
ports. In the taut silence, Boba Fett gave a silent com 
mand to the hea\% armed figure standing in froitt of him 
Go ahead, he thought. It'll save us all a bt of time.... 

'There's someone coming!" Zuckuss's voice broke 
throu^ the adrenaline-frozen moment. He pointed to the 
distant hi^ arch that formed the entrance to the landing 
dock; beyond it, a streak of fiery light cut a crescent past 
the stars. "Another ship-" 

Bossk held his ^ze ti^t on Boba Fett's for a moment 




lon^r, men giancea over nis snouiaer. me approacnmg 
li^t had grown briber, its docking jets flaring into a 
sudden corona. He looked back at Fett. "Is this who 
we've been waiting for?" 

"It could be." Boba Fett didn't take his hand Irom the 
grip of his blaster. 

"Lucky for you" 

'That's ri^" said Fett. "If I had killed you, I would have 
needed to And another person for the team" His hand 
moved away irom the smallest of his weapons. "I find 
personnel changes to be aggravating." Zuckuss peered 
past them at the approaching ship. "I don't recogpizB this 
one." It was close enou^ that its outlines could be seen a 
featureless ovoid, barely larger than a TIE fi^er, trailing 
a metallic seine, a stiflify interlinked net, behind its fiaring 
engines. 'How did it get clearance-" 

"I arran^d for that." Boba Fett stepped past Zuckuss 
and the others, walking toward the pad that the 
approaching craft had locked upon "But it wouldn't have 
made any difference if I had or not." 



"What do you mean?" Zuckuss scurried after Fett. 

"Believe me-this barve goes where he wants to." The 
ovoid could be seen more clearfy now as it slid into the 
landing dock, thrust engines shut down and repulsors on. 
Its rounded surfaces were pitted and scored with the 
impact marks of hi^ intensity armaments, including one 
large scorch mark where the metal had actual^ melted 
and fused back toother. As it hovered above the pad its 
trailing mesh shifted and drew forward, one part curling 
above like a scorpion's tail, the other forming a 
reticulated cradle beneath, onto which the craft slowly 
sank and was stilL 

"Look at this thing" Fascinated, Zuckuss had walked 
ri^t up to the ovoid, his boots stepping onto the mesh. 
He laid a gbved hand on the battered and 
corrosionmarked surface. "It boks like it's been in every 
battle since the Clone Wars-" 

"Watch out," said Boba Fett. But the warning was 
already too late. 



A microscopic hairline fissure around the top of the ovoid 
widened, with a hiss of inrush ing air. An elliptical section 
separated Ifom the rest, tilting up ward on previously 
hidden internal hinges. For a moment nothing further 
showed from inside the craft.... As thou^ released by a 
hi^ compression spring, the barrel of a cbse-range laser 
cannon rose up, with its power sources and recoil 
housing mounted direct^ behind. The gleaming surfaces 
of black metal shone like the coils of an aroused serpent, 
intricate and deadfy. A laint, shrill electronic whir 
sounded as the massive weapon's ran^-sighting devices 
locked onto Zuckuss, swinging the point of the rruzzle 
down within a meter of the bounty hunter's chest. 
Another series of sharp, concussive noises sounded 
within the machinery as the indicator limits' glow shifted 
from yellow to a hot red, charged and ready to fire. That 
was followed by silence; Zuckuss froze where he stood, 
as thou^ hypnotized by the black hole almost within 
touching distance of his hand, and its lethal potential even 
closer than that. There would be onfy a haze of 
disconnected atoms floating above the scorched remains 
of his boots after one shot from the weapoa 



"Back up," said Boba kett quietty. "Do it slow, and you 
probabfy won't get hurt." 

"Hurt?" Beside him, Bossk was gazing in wide-eyed 
lascination at the laser carmoris darkly gleaming barrel 

'He's going to be vaporized!" 

Zuckuss was unable to take his own gaze away from the 
death-bestowing machinery locked upon him But he did 
manage to take one cautious step backward, then 
another; all the while the weapon's tracking systems 
Ibllowed his every move, shifting angle sli^ly to remain 
targeted. A few more steps and Zuckuss was back with 
the other bounty hunters. "Stay here," Boba Fett told 
him 

"Don't worry." The stink of panic sweat seeped out of 
Zuckuss's ^ar. 'Tmnot going anywhere." Boba Fett had 
already stepped past him, leaving Bossk and IG-88 
behind as well He strode without visible apprehension 
across the landing dock toward the ovoid resting above 
its glittering mesh The laser cannon swung and locked 
onto him as he approached. 



"It's been a long time." He stopped and spoke to the 
weapon itsellj as thou^ its charge-primed rruzzle were a 
lace masked like his, with the tracking systems as its all- 
seeing eyes. "A very long time." The red indicator limits 
along the weapon's housing cooled from red, throu^ a 
dull orange, down to a steadystate yelbw. The optics 
and sensors of the tracking systems defocused slightly, as 
thou^ the hand and mind behind the tri^r had relaxed 
to a state of mere vigilance, rather than instantaneous 
aggression Slowly, the laser cannon rose, as thou^ 
being lifted on some mechanism inside the ovoid-shaped 
craft. A cloud of hissing steam surrounded it, obscuring 
for a moment the outlines of the weapon, as thou^ it 
were an outcropping of black rock, on a mountain peak 
wreathed in a sudden, violent storm The cannon parted 
the steam as a massive humanoid torso appeared below, 
its wide shoulders bearing the weapon's crushing weight. 
From the underside of the barrel, a quarter circle of gear¬ 
toothed metal curved down into an anchoring plate set in 
the creature's chest, with interlocking motors to adjust 
the mizzle's terminal elevation Heavy cables, some 
glistening black, others made of silvery durasteel, looped 



beneath the arms and around the rruscle-sheathed chest 
and ribs, connecting with the counterbalancing cylinders 
of power sources flanking the spine. The latter were 
revealed when the individual clirrbed out of the ovoid, 
black-gloved hands and tMck-soled boots wei^iing upon 
the mesh's strands. From the intricate joins of the 
weapon's mounting, more steam lashed out, ^thered, 
and disspated in trailing wisps, indicating the presence of 
an old-style, liquidbased cooling system, primitive 
technology dating from the earliest days of the Republic. 
The laser cannon swung 180 degrees around on its 
mounting, as thou^ the tracking system optics were 
actually the eyes in a head made of pure destructive 
capacity. 

A tail section, like a primitive saurian's, but made of 
segrnented black metal and mounted by articulated bolts 
to the creature's hips, was the last thing to be dra^d 
out of the craft. With its top section hin^d back and its 
pilot standing belbre it, the reserrbknce to a giant egg 
was complete, as though it had just now cracked open to 
disgorge a new corrbination of living matter and lethal 
machinery. 



Behind the stranger, the tail curled across the edge of the 
stiSened mesh. With one hand, the creature undipped a 
small keyboard device from the band of metal running 
from the hip bolts and across his abdomen His other 
hand punched in a rapid sequence of ideograms, then 
thurrbed a lar^r button i in the device's comer. 

"long . . . time." The device's speaker crackled as the 
stranger held it up in front of himself Underneath the 
synthesized words, the hissing of the steam from the laser 
cannon's housing could still be heard. 

'YOUDO NOT... SEEMTO AGE... 

BOBAFETT." 

"Should I?" The statement arrused him 'Time enou^ Ibr 
that when fm dead.'' 

He could hear the other bounty hunters behind him 
Bossk's voice was buder than the rest "1 don't like the 
looks of this...." 


The straneer was instantlv translbrmed: Boba Fett knew 



that something had tri^red a reaction sequence. On the 
housing of the laser cannon, the indicators flared red 
a^in; the tracking systems narrowed their focus, sibling 
in on a point behind Fett. Steam jetted farther from the 
housings apertures as the segjnented metal tail stiffened, 
bracing the stranger into a tripod rigid enou^ to take the 
force of the high-powered weapon's recoi 

Boba Fett glanced over his shoulder and saw that Bossk 
had instinctively dropped his hand to the butt of the 
blaster slung at his hip; the Trandoshan always did that 
when something aroused his suspicions. 

"Not a good idea," said Fett. With a nod of his helmet, 
he indicated Bossk's hand, frozen in place by the laser 
cannon snapping into firing mode. 'D'harhan tends to kill 
first and not bother investi^ting afterward." Bossk took 
his hand away from his blaster. 

"Good." Boba Fett looked toward Zuckuss and lG-88 
as wel "Now our team is all here." 

"D'harhan and 1 go back a long way." Across the 

T 
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setting the coordinates for dropping baek out of 
hyperspace. "Lon^r than you can imagine." 

"How come I've never heard of him?" The ship's eockpit 
area was small enou^ that Zuckuss had to remain 
standing in the hatchway behind Fett just to exehan^ a 
few words with him 'He seems very . . . impressive." 
Zuckuss had had a choice of traveling with Bossk and 
IG-88 in the Hound's Tooth, but the Trandoshan's 
worsening temper had pushed him into the Slave I 
instead. Let the droid deal with him, Zuckuss had 
decided. Droids don't take all that snarling and mitering 
personally. But heading toward the Shell Hutts' home 
base, a ringshaped artifieial planetoid called Cireumtore, 
aboard the Slave I had proved even more unnerving. The 
stranger named D'harhan-or fiiend or mercenary 
eompanion, or whatever he mi^ have been at one time 
to Boba Fett-had found the most secure comer of the 
ship's belowdecks holding area, and had sat down on the 
gridded flooring with his back to the angle of the 
bulkheads. D'harhanhad wrapped his flex-shielded arms 
around his knees, partially resting the wei^ of the laser 
cannon mounted on his shoulders on them the weanon's 



gleaming barrel thrust slight^ forward. When Zuckuss 
had entered the area, moving as stealthily as possible, 
he'd suddenly heard a whisper of vented steam; the 
other's tracking systems had registered his presence, 
swinging the laser cannon in a horizontal arc toward him. 
Luckily, the firing indicators on the cannon's housing had 
remained in their yellow standby mode. 

It had taken a few moments for Zuckuss to reafize that 
this intimidating and unlamiliar entity was only partially 
conscious at that moment. The square, heavily armored 
box mounted beneath the laser cannon's curved forward 
sirpport, reserrbling a thick breastplate with rows of input 
sockets and flickering LEDs, was the repository of all of 
D'harhan's cerebral functions, srrrgicalfy encased and 
transferred there from the enptied skull, discarded like 
an enpty coirbat-rations container when the massive 
weapon's base had been drilled into the collarbones and 
vertebral cokima What Boba Fett had described of the 
operation had been enou^ to set Zuckuss's spine 
crawling It was one thing to augment oneself wilh 
weapons and detection systems-Zuckuss frankly envied 
Fetfs impressive array of sensor and destructive devices; 




the man was a walking armory-but to go beyond that, to 
have whole major sections of one's anatorry cut away 
and replaced with dura-steel and attacklevel charge 
batteries, to actually turn oneself into a weapon rather 
than just a bearer of weapons ... a sick feeling had 
moved inside Zuckuss's gut as he'd spied upon the 
sleeping D'harhan Thaf s where it ends up, he'd thought 
gloomily. If you go all the way. The segmented metal tail, 
the third leg of the laser cannoris tripod support, curled 
around D'harhan like a defensive barrier separating him 
fromcontact with the universe of living things. ■.. 

Zuckuss had taken a cautious step closer in the Slave fs 
hold. He'd known that D'harhan wasn't so rmch asleep 
as just partially shut down, conserving energy for the 
ever-alert weapon above his torso, its glowing limits a 
simple constellation in the darkness. A residual circuit 
was triggered by Zuckuss's approach; one of the 
blackgloved hands turned the illuminated screen of the 
keyboard voice box outward, do not disturb me, read 
the screen, its audio function switched off leave me be. 
Like a sleeping dragon in a cave, the fiery destruction of 
its breath only smoldering... 



The silent warning had been enou^ Zuckuss had been 
only too happy to retreat to the ladder leading back to 
the Slave Fs cockpit. The dark, somnolent, yet 
threatening ferm of the creature who had turned himself 
into a weapon aroused mingled dread and nausea inside 
Zuckuss. Once, before he'd decided to become a bounty 
hunter himsellj he'd caught a fleeting glinpse of Darth 
Vader, the Dark Lord of the Sith, commanding a punitive 
sweep of Irtperial stomtroopers across the capital city 
of a world that had been slow to pay obeisance to the 
distant Emperor Palpatine. The thou^t had struck him 
then, as it did a^in now, that there were some paths one 
could follow, where even if one wound up powerful 
beyond one's dreams, one also became somehow 
diminished, as thou^ the essence hidden inside the 
armor were progressively stripped away and replaced 
with unfeeling metal and circuitry. 

That was all too deep to think about, especially now, 
when he had aled himself with creatures like Boba Fett 
and D'harham Maybe later, Zuckuss had raised as he'd 
clirrbed the ladder to the cockpit. If there was a later. 



"I don't get that voice-box device he carries around." 
Zuckuss nodded toward the ladder and the hold below. 
"Seems kind of awkward. I would've thou^t something 
that left his hands free would be more useful ibr 
comnunicating." 

"D'harhan doesn't have a bt of need for communicating" 
Boba Fetfs vobe sounded dryly arrused. "And before, 
when there were others like him, they coordinated their 
actions with their own internal comm network." 

'There were others? like him?" That seemed a 
dismaying prospect to Zuckuss. "What happened to 
them?" Fett made no repfy. 

Zuckuss tried another question. "What was he like 
before?" He didn't even feel like saying the other's name 
aloud. "Before he became ... what he is now?" 


'Thafs none of your business." Boba Fett didn't take his 
eyes away from the Slave fs controls. 'He's been as he 
is for a long time. If you never knew of D'harhan before, 
it's because he minds his own business, in regbns of the 
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over his shoulder at Zuckuss. "For which you should be 
grateful" 

The discussion of the final team menirer was 

concluded; Zuckuss knew better than to ask any more 
prying questions. I'll be glad when this fob is over, he 
thou^t ruefully. Thin^ had been getting inereasingly 
stieky baek at the Bounty Hunters Guild, with its rapidly 
thickening air of conspiracy and stealth, the various 
baekstabbing allianees forming and dissolving and 
recoalescing with new partners and enemies on a daily, 
even hourly basis. Going on this Oph Nar Dirmid job, 
dangerous as the Shell Hutts' defenses were reputed to 
be, seemed like a piece of baked eonfectionery by 
conparison But even here, in the starless void of 
hyperspaee, Zuckuss knew he was still in the 

uncomfortable midst of those dan^rous spiderwebs; all 
it would take would be for Bossk or Boba Fett to find 
out that he was working from Cradossk's agenda, and 
he'd be pitehed out into vacuum from either the Slave Fs 
or the Hound's waste chute, boots first. Agreeing to 



Cradossk's schemes was beginning to look like less of a 
good deal now that Zuckuss was out here, with nothing 
to count on but his own smarts and ur^ to survive. 

"Stop IM^ting." Boba Fett spoke without looking 
around at Zuckuss. "Brace yourseU; we're about to drop 
into sublight space." 

Zuckuss was already lamiliar with the Slave I's abrupt 
navigational transitions; Fett's working vessel was 
stripped of any deceleration buffers that myit have 
impaired its speed or Uniting abilities. The ship 
consequently slammed from one transit mode to another 
with a gut-wrenching impact. Zuckuss grabbed either 
side of the hatchway and averted his Mless eyes so he 
wouldn't have to see the stars blur sicken-ing^ into locus 
beyond the cockpit's main viewport. 

'There's Bossk." 

Opening his eyes, Zuckuss saw the Hound's Tooth 
floating before them, engines shut off A signal light 
flashed, and Boba Fett reached over and pressed the 
comm buttoa 'Fett here. Have you made contact with 



the Circuntore landing authorities?" 

'Positive on that." IG-88's flat, expressionless voiee 
sounded Irom the coekpit speaker. "Approach and 
landing permission has not-I repeat, not-been granted." 

"I didn't expect it would be," said Boba Fett dryly. 

"When people like us show up, hardty anyone puts out a 
weleome mat." 

"At the conclusion of our last exchange, the Shell Hutts 
indieated they would be sending out a negotiator." 

"What level?" 

Bossk's voice broke into the diseussion 'The lat slu^ 
said it would be an Alpha Point Zero. What's that 
mean?" 

Boba Fett kept his thurrb on the comm button 'That's 
the Shell Hutts' top authority level They don't go any 
hi^r than that. So it means two things One, we don't 
have to bother with any small-fly underlings, and two, 



they're taking our arrival very serious^. 


"When this negotiator ^ts out here, what's our plan?" 
Bossk sounded hungry for action, as though the journey 
out from the Bounty Hunters Guild had been an eternity 
of chafing inaction "Kill him?" Typical, thou^ Zuckuss, 
slowly shaking his head. He'd had enou^ experience 
with Bossk to know that that was always his Plan A 
And there usually wasn't a B. Fett glanced over his 
shoulder at Zuckuss. "Don't wony." He turned and 
pressed the comm button a^in "We can be a little more 
subtle than that. You and IG-88 should transfer over 
here to the Slave I beibre the Shell Hurts' negotiator 
arrives. But remerrber-I do the talking" 

Bossk's ship, the heavify armed Hound's Tooth, was left 
in autostandby, its alarm systems set to refuse entry to 
anyone other than its returning master. Zuckuss was 
aware of the level of Bossk's paranoia, and the nuntier 
of lethal booby traps he had installed throu^ut the 
Hound, all to prevent anyone from invading his base of 
operations. That was the main reason Zuckuss had gone 
instead with Boba Fett; his nerves had still been frayed 
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Tooth, when he'd constantly had to be on guard against 
setting off any of the security devices. Better to let the 
bountyhunter droid IG-88 take the risk, even if it meant 
losing track of Bossk-the main reason Zuckuss was on 
the team for this job-for the duration of the journey He 
went down into the Slave J's holding area to open the 
transfer hatch between the two ships. The hunched shape 
of the partially shut-down D'harhan filled one comer of 
the area; he could feel the laser carmoris standby optics 
registering his presence, lifting the weapon's barrel slightly 
and turning it in his direction, as he stepped from the 
bottom rung of the ladder. From the small viewport 
beside the hatch, Zuck-uss could see the Hound's Tooth 
being maneuvered into docking position. When it had 
connected with the Slave 1, Zuckuss hit the hatch release 
controls; a sharp hiss sounded as the two ships equalized 
their internal atmospheric pressures. The hatch irised 
open, and Bossk and lG-88 stepped aboard. Bossk 
pressed a button on the remote cockpit control at his 
waist, and the Hound disengaged and drew into a parallel 
orbit above the surface of Circuntore. 


"Where's Fett?" Bossk scanned the Slave I's holdina 



area. Though it was the lar^st open space aboard the 
ship, it was already cramped with the three bounty 
hunters in it. Boba Fett's ship was built for speed and 
destruction, not comfort. 

Zuckuss pointed to the ladder leading to the cockpit. 

"He's still up there. I think he's ^tting ready for the 
arrival of the Shell Hutts' negotiator." His guess was 
proved correct when Boba Fett's voice crackled from a 
speaker mounted on the bulkhead. "We'll need to make 
roorn," said Fett over the ship's internal comm system 
'Tve just been informed that the negotiator is one of the 
Shell Hutts; they didn't send one of their pet 
intermediaries. If we're going to ^t one of those tanks 
aboard here, we'll need all the space we can ^t." 

"I don't see how..." Zuckuss turned, boking around the 
Slave I's holding area. 'The onfy room down here is in 
the ca^s." 

"So?" Boba Fett's voice spoke again "What's the 
problem?" 



Bossk glared at the cages where Boba Fett kept his 
captured pieces of merchandise, en route to collecting 
the bounty on them 'Tmnot going in there," he growled. 

'You're the biggest one here," Zuckuss pointed out 
helpliilly. "Except, of course-" He pointed to D'harhan's 
massive bulk, the laser carmoris barrel protruding slightly 
above the drawn-up knees and encircled metal tai 'For 
him" 

The three bounty hunters boked over at D'harhaa 

"1 don't know," said Bossk. Even he seemed in tinidated 
by the presence of a £% charged laser cannon in their 
midst. "Maybe it's not a good idea to wake him up." 

too late. One of D'harhan's hands tapped out another 
message on the silenced vobe box and turned its glowing 
screen toward them, I hear . . . EVERYTHING YOU 
SAY Zuckuss and the other two bounty hunters stepped 
back, spines against the bulkhead, as the roused 
D'harhan slowly stood up, the segmented metal tail 
drawing around behind him The housing of the laser 
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reached above even Bossk's head. The massive 
weapon's tracking systems regarded the bounty hunters 
in silence for a moment. 

"Watch out!" Zuckuss's cry was invokmlary, triggered by 
the si^ of the indicator limits on the kser cannon 
suddenly surging to red. He dived to the floor as Bossk 
and IG-88 scattered to either side of the cramped 
holding area. 

On the gridded floor, with his arms pulled over his head, 
Zuckuss heard the quick, sharp sizzle of a kser bolt, then 
another; their glare lit up the space, stinging his eyes. In 
the quiet that folbwed, he could smell ozone and 
scorched metaL 

Lifling his head, Zuckuss saw the limits on the side of the 
animate kser cannon dwindling back down to yellow and 
safety. Flanking the holding area, Bossk and IG-88 
looked first toward D'harhan, then toward the target of 
his ramped-down kser bolts. The impacts had been 
precisely calcukted and aimed, shattering the hin^s of 
the main merchandise ca^; iiagtnents of molten 



durasteel, scattered across the floor, glowed a dull red. 
Wisps of acrid smoke rose from the ed^ of the ca^ 
door as it fell with a resounding clang. 

"there," spoke D'harhan's voice box aloud. 

"NOW YOU SHOULD HAVE ... NO 
OBJECTIONS." 

'Your point is valid." IG-88's circuitry had re covered 
completely from the sudden burst of laser fire. The droid 
stepped over the bars of the Men door and into what 
was left of the ca^, then turned around. Bossk redded 
D'harhan for a moment longer, his slitted eyes looking up 
at the cooling laser cannon with something like envy, then 
followed the other bounty hunter into the area's adjoining 
space, now incapable of being shut and locked. 

That'll take some fixing, thou^ Zuckuss. Con sidering 
the proprietary attitude that Boba Fett natu rally took 
toward the Slave I and its fittings, he was more than 
relieved that D'harhan had bbwn the holding cage hinges 
and not him 



At that moment Boba Fett appeared on the ladder 
coming down from the cockpit. The bounty hunters 
watched as Fett's visored gaze turned toward the cage in 
which he transported his merchandise, then down to the 
barred door tying in front of it. 

'That's eoning out of your share," Fett told D'harhaa 

The black-gbved hand moved across the voice box's 
keyboard, "no, it's not." 

For a moment longer they stood lacing each other-one 
masked behind the visored helmet, the other laeeless 
except ibr the nuzzle of the laser carmon-belbre Boba 
Fett finally gave a slow nod. "We'll talk." 

'There's a ship approaching" Zuckuss pointed to the 
viewport. "It nust be the Shell Hutts' negotiator." In the 
viewport, a spherical craft moved closer to the Slave I; a 
sinple ofl-planet shuttle, it displayed tortoise insigpia of 
the Shell Hutts and a diplomatic entilazon showing its 
unarmed status. The shuttle's Ibrward hatch had already 
deployed its docking arms, ready to hook up with the 
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manned the hatch's controls, a broad lace with a slit gash 
of a mouth appeared floating before the bounty hunters. 
The elongated, tapering cylinder of the Shell Hutt 
negotiator moved with ponderous grace into the holding 
area, its underside repulsor beams pushing invisibly 
a^inst the floor grids. As the end of the tanklike casing 
made it through the transfer hatch, Zuckuss hit the button 
and irised the hatch closed agaia 

"Ah, Boba Fett!" The casing, studded with rivets and 
various maintenance ports, swung about in the holding 
area, past the other bounty hunters and toward the flgure 
standing near the metal ladder. A leering smile formed on 
the Shell Hurt's lace. Tiny mechanical hands dangled 
beneath a gleaming chromium collar, sealed ti^t around 
the wattled gray flesh of its neck; the claws, delicate as a 
scuttling sea crab's, clicked happify against each other. 
'How pleasant to see you agpia" Fert's response was 
dry and emotionless. "My feelings, Gheeta, are the same 
as the last time we met." Bossk spoke from the holding 
ca^. 'You know this creature?" 

"We've had . .. business dealings." Fett didn't look back 




at the Trandoshaa "A couple times before." 

"And very profitable they were, too." The cylinder with 
the Shell Hurt inside bobbed sli^ly as it turned toward 
Bossk. "At least ... for some people." The smile on 
Gheeta's lace soured. "1 hope," he said to Boba Fett, 

"that you're not expecting the same degree of trust that 
you found previous^ on Circuntore." The Me crablike 
hands snapped their metal claws together, hard enou^ 
to produce sparks. "After that last aflair of yours, Fett, 
you're not going to be greeted with open arms." 

'T don't need to be." Boba Fett stood lace-to-lace with 
the Shell Flutt. 'You're a business creature, Gheeta, and 
so am I. Warm sentiments have nothing to do with it. If 
you're ready to do business, then we have something to 
talk about. If you're not ready, then we don't." 

'The same old Boba Fett." The Shell Flutt's head, its 
jowty neck bound by the floating cylinder's collar, 
managed an appreciative nod. 'It's good to know that 
some thin^ in this universe never clian^. Just what 
business is it vou've come to Circuntore to discuss?" 



"I think; you've got a pretty good idea of that." Gheeta's 
expression turned sty, the Ms over his large eyes drawing 
haliway dowa "It wouldn't be something to do with a 
certain Oph Nar Dirmid, would it?" 

"Stop wasting time!" Bossk's angty shout broke ia 

'You know damn well that's what we're here for!" An 
arrused glance from the eomer of one eye, then Gheeta 
looked baek at Fett. 'Your assoeiate has a ehaming 
direetness about him" 

Fett nodded. "Among other virtues." 

'The others must be well concealed," said Gheeta dryly. 
One of the metal hands reached up to scrateh between 
the wattles at the side of his neek. 'You realize, of 
course, that the party under discussion-this Dinnid 
person-is a guest on Circumtore. You know how all 
Hutts are about hospitality. The happiness of a guest is a 
saered obligation with our species." 

Spare me, thoudit Zuckuss, watching the exehange 



between Boba Fett and the Shell Hutt. Throu^ut the 
galaxy, the treachery and outri^t malice that Hutts 
showed toward any who found themselves in one of their 
windowless palaces was proverbiaL Zuckuss had heard 
thin^ about how the infamous Jabba, the preeminent 
Huttese crime lord, went through so-called guests and 
the more disposable type of servants that made his flesh 
crawl That was the difference, Zuckuss supposed, 
between Boba Fett and a creature like this Gheeta. Fett 
didn't go out of his way to hurt or even kill anyone-if it 
hap pened, it happened-whereas Hutts in general took an 
active deli^ in other creatures' suffering. 

'There are some," said Boba Fett, "who would take an 
interest in Dirmid's happiness equal to your own" 

"Ah, yes." The massive head at the forward end of the 
repulsor-bome cylinder nodded. "Dirmid's former 
enployers. 1 take it that you're here on their behalf?" 

'Tmhere on no one's behalf but rry own" 

'But of course." Gheeta's smile expanded enough to 
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nothing else. Altnjism is in short supply among the 
practitioners of your trade. I imagine it's the same for 
your friends here." One of the little crablike hands raised 
and gestured at the others in the Slave J's holding area. 
"Rather an intimidating crew, don't you think, Fett? It 
makes the heart inside rry casing trerrble just to look at 
them" Gheeta peered more closely at Bossk. "Let's see 
... you're Cradossk's son, aren't you?" Bossk's eyes 
were two razor slits, his voke a low snarl "What's that 
matter to you?" 

'You realty are his son" Gheeta widened his eyes in 
mock fri^. "Give the old reptile try best re^ds the 
next time you see him "Which shouldn't be too long from 
now." The Shell Hutt rotated himself back toward Boba 
Fett. "Because if you think I'm going to let an obviously 
vicious bunch like this come sailing down to Circumtore, 
then you've got a few circuits blown inside that helmet of 
yours, Fett." 

The remark produced no reaction in its target. "We can 
hardly discuss the matter out here," said Boba Fett. 



"I make i a rule to talk business only when the 
merchandise is on the table, so to speak." 

"I have to warn you" The claws of the Me mechanical 
hands clicked agpinst each other again 'This is very 
expensive merchandise we're talking about." 

'That makes it all the more profitable, then" Fett 
indicated the other bounty hunters. "And that's, why 
we've come here." 

'T can believe that, well enough" Gheeta used one of the 
claws to scratch the almost boneless flesh of his chin '1 
just don't know if you've really changed your ways, rry 
dear Fett, regarding just how you acquire your profitable 
merchandise. I had heard, naturally, about your having 
joined the Bounty Hunters Guild-and I rrust admit that all 
of mf clan on Circumtore were surprised by the news. 
Getting old and tired, are we, Fett?" 

"Not tired." Boba Fett gave a sbw shake of his head. 


'Just smart. 



"Smart tor you, no doubt." The Shell Hutt broadcast his 
sly, insinuating smile around at the others. "1 wonder, 
thoudi... iust what your new-found friends here ®t out 
ofthe deal" 

Zuckuss Ibund himself ^zing straight into the Shell Hutf s 
eyes as the floating cylinder turned his way. The same 
sensation came over him as when he had felt the tracking 
systems of D'harhan's laser cannon bcking onto him, 
calculating the precise angle and ibrce necessary for his 
destruction The perils of Gheeta's eyes were like 
narrow windows into a realm of avarice, the slow and 
certain calculus of insatiable appetites. Getting blown 
away-literally, into disconnected atoms-by a laser bolt 
would be mercifully quick by comparison 

Another feeling, even more disquieting, moved inside 
Zuckuss that the dark pupils regarding him with such 
arrused contempt were not windows, but mirrors into his 
own heart. Little creature, he could hear Gheeta speaking 
inside his head, 1 am what you would like to be. All 
mouth and gut and hun^r. In this cold galaxy, the 
commandment of Eat or Be Eaten prevailed, from the 
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smallest carnivore, a Tatooinian wonp rat, scuttling 
across an enpty desert. 

His heart dwindled within himseU^ from that moment of 
reco^iition in the Shell Hutt's eyes. There had been 
others who had lived and fou^t, their struggles guided 
by a diflerent code; there had been a time when even he 
had listened to tales of the Jedi Knights defending the old 
Republic. But those are fust stories now, Zuckuss told 
himself Those days, and the brave creatures that had 
lived in them, were never coming back. And without 
them, the Rebels fitting against the lanpire were poor, 
pathetic fools, doomed to failure. Their bones would be 
picked clean and discarded on the battlefields of worlds 
without names. The hungry ones, with their greed and lust 
for dominion, would always wia ... 

Bleak, wordless meditation ended as the Shell Hutt's 
knowing, judging smile moved away from him Pull 
yourself toother, Zuckuss told himself He had made his 
pact with the universe he'd found himself in; he was a 
bounty hunter now, and had been so bng enough to be 
traveling in league with some of the tou^st ones in the 



galaxy. If he showed any signs of weakness at this point, 
he knew, he wouldn't have to wony about Emperor 
Palpatine or any of the Shell Hutts; his own eolleagues 
would tear him apart. A carnivore like Bossk would very 
likely con sume him, in the exact and literal sense of the 
word. That thou^t made Zuckuss feel at least a little 
better about having become part of old Cradossk's 
intricate scheming Better you than me, he thought, 
glarcing over at Bossk. 

"Don't worry about us." That was Bossk's voice, giving a 
snarling repty to Gheeta. "We can take care of 
ourselves." 

'Tm sure you can" The Shell Hutt didn't stop smiling 
"After all... you're learning from the master, aren't you? 
Boba Fett has always done very well for himself" 

"I would be doing even better," said Fett, "if we could 
limit our discussion to that which we came here for. 
Specifically, that merchandise known as Oph Nar 
Dirmid." 


'But that merchandise isn't on the table lidit now. is it?' 



Gheeta's large eyes emitted a spark of anger. 

"And it's not going to be. Not out here, at least. You 
want to discuss the late of our guest, you will indeed 
have to come down to Circumtore to do it-just as you 
wish I'm only here to explain how things are in that 
re^d. I'm giving you the conditions, not cutting the 
deal" 

"Why not?" Zuckuss spoke up. "I don't ^t it. Ihe other 
merrbers of your clan wouldn't have sent you out here if 
you didn't have some kind of authority to speak for them 
If they'd just wanted to send us some message, they 
could've comm'd it out here or sent some flunky of a 
different species, like a Twi'lek or something. So why 
mess around? If you're willing to talk about Dirmid at all, 
why not do it here?" 

The smile on the broad, jowly lace turned into a sneer. 
'Your colleague Boba Fett wouldn't ask such a stupid 
question A question which has an equally simple answer. 
We're all aboard the Slave I li^ now, aren't we? The 
Slave I is Boba Fett's strip; he controls it. So as long as 




we re nere, ne controls me oiscussion as wen. mere nave 
been times when discussions with Boba Fett have gotten 
... a Me ugly. Things start out nice and fiiendly, and then 
they just. . . change somehow." Gheeta feigned milling 
over that statement. 'Probably because the parties 
involved couldn't come to an agreement about the value 
and price of the merchandise being discussed." He 
glanced over at Fett. 'You always like to get thin^ as 
cheaply as possible, don't you?" Boba Fett made no 
repfy. 

"Cheaply," continued Gheeta, "as lar as credits are 
concerned. When it comes to violence . . . well, that's 
another story, isn't it?" The floating cylinder turned, 
bringing the Shell Hutt's lace back toward Zuckuss. 

'That's when your colleague has rather a Ifee hand. 
Especially when other creatures' skins are involved. And 
the blood-that can also ^t a Me thick to wade through, 
when Boba Fett's around." Another shift in angle brou^ 
Gheeta's lace toward the bounty hunters in ^neral "So if 
you think fm going to remain here, in the heart of Fetfs 
traveling circus of destruction, surrounded by his fiiends- 
or if not his fiiends. then creatures with whom he's come 



to a certain business arrangement-and talk about the 
merchandise in question, let abne actually bring that 
merchandise here . . Gheeta's jowls wobbled a^inst 
the cylinder's gleaming collar as he shook his head. 'Then 
it's not just Boba Fett who's gone a Me insane. You're 
all not in sync with reality if you think that's going to 
happen" A low growl came from the doorless holding 
ca^. 

'You've said your piece?" Bossk folded his arms across 
his chest. 

Gheeta looked over at the Trandoshan 'Yes, 1 have." 

"And now you're going to be on your way?" 

"As charming as your company is, I see no reason for 
wasting any more of your time or mine." 

"What makes you think we're going to let you leave?" A 
weary si^ escaped from the Shell Hutt as he rolled his 
eyes toward the top of the holding area, "1 really 
expected better from any companions of yours, Fett. Do 
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"He leaves when he wants to," said Boba Fett. He turned 
the hard gaze of his visored helmet toward the holding 
ea^. 'First of all, the merehandise we came here ibr is 
still down on Circumtore. Anything unpleasant we do to 
the negotiator that the Shell Hurts sent out will just make 
it harder to accomplish anything later, when we actualfy 
go on-planet." 

Bossk laid his hand on the gip of his blaster. 

"Maybe we should just worry about that when we get 
down there. 1 don't see any big difierence between taking 
care of one canned Hurt and a whole world full of them" 

'There's more inside that can than one Hurt. I've dealt 
with their negotiators before. They never send one out 
that isn't packed with high-thermal expbsives." 

'You see?" One of the mechanical hands beneath 
Gheeta's floating cylinder ^stured theatrical^ toward 
Boba Fett. 'That's why he's at the top of the 
bountyhunter profession It's why he's lasted so long. 
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he's learned that other ereatures can be just as clever... 
and violent, if need be." The thin metal arm telescoped 
outward so that the crab-like hand could reach up to an 
access hatch at the midpoint of the cylinder's tapered 
length One claw pried open the hatch, revealing a ticking 
mechanism wired into several flat bricks of a dull gray 
substance. 

From where he stood, Zuckuss could see the errblem 
and coding syrrbols of one of the hnperial Navy's main 
armaments dunps. The explosive charts had obviously 
been stolen, or srruggled out by some enterprising 

acconplice-but they were still more than lethal Just 
looking at that much destructive force made Zuckuss's 
breath catch in the tubes dangling Irom his lace mask. 
lG-88 had also scanned the expbsives, Irom where it 
stood next to Bossk. "It would be advisable," announced 
the droid, "if no one made an attercpt to forcibly de&se 
the triggering mechanism It has obvious^ been wired 
with a detect-and-destruct subsystem to prevent just 
such an occurrence." 



"Of course." Gheeta looked pleased with himself "As 
Fett indicated to you. Shell Hutt negotiators don't come 
into this kind of situation unprepared. If any of you were 
so ibolish as to lay a lin^r on me, or this little present I 
came with, then the consequences would be of 
astronomical sigpificance." His lipless smile broadened. 

"A glowing cloud of radioactive dust. . . perhaps they'd 
even be able to see it back at the Bounty Hunters Guild. 
So at least your friends would know what had become of 
you" 

"I think ... we can all be reasonable about this." Zuckuss 
hastened to spe ak; on the other side of the holding area, 
Bossk boked fiirious enou^ to fling himself at the Shell 
Hutt and start pulling wires on the explosives, no matter 
what the consequences mi^t be. 

"Nobody's going to prevent you from leaving whenever 
you want." 

"Good." Gheeta gave an appreciative nod to Zuckuss. 
'You, at least, show some intelli^nce. Keep it up, and 



someday you mi^ reach the same lofiy pinnacle in your 
trade that Boba Fett has." The crablce hand folded the 
little hatch back down and sealed it in place. 'This thing 
itches abominably. I'U be glad to be rid of it." The hand 
scratched at the metal door. 'Til take departure now. 
Thou^ I imagine it won't be veiy long until we all see 
each other again-down on Circumtore, of course." 

The Shell Hurt's tapered casing rotated 180 degrees so 
that it was lacing the transfer hatchway. Without being 
bidden, Zuckuss hurried to the controls at the side. 

As the hatch irised open, Gheeta turned the floating 
cylinder just enou^", that he could bok back at Boba 
Fett and the other bounty hunters. 'Df course," he said 
blandly, "thaf s up to you About whether we do business 
or not. Because I have to tell you-we take a very dim 
view of creatures coming to visit us if they bring along the 
kind of firepower that you like to carry around." The 
cylinder moved throng the fully open hatchway. It 
sealed shut with a hiss; a few seconds later the 
mechanical noises of the negotiator's ship disen^ging 
were audible. In the small viewport, the craft could be 
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Bossk, looking as angry as before, stepped out of the 
doorless holding cage. "What was that kst bit supposed 
to mean?" 

It's simple." Boba Fett grasped one of the ladder's 
rungs. "Like everything with the Shell Hutts." He started 
up toward the Slave Fs cockpit. "We're going to go 
down and talk business, and we'll do it unarmed. They'll 
send a shuttle for us to go on-world, and we'll leave all 
our weapons ri^ here." 

'You're joking!" Bossk stared afler him in amazement. 

'Tmnot going down there defenseless!" 

'Thafs up to you." At the cockpit hatchway, Boba Fett 
hatted and looked back down at the Trandoshan. 

'There's an akemative, of course. We can eliminate you 
from the team right now." He drew his blaster from his 
hip and aimed it at Bossk. 'You decide." A few seconds 
passed belbre Bossk finally ^ve a slow nod. "All ri^" 
he said. 'You win That's how we'll play it." An ug^ 



sneer lormea on ms aee. am mere s a sugni proniem 
What about him?" 

Zuckuss and the others turned in the direetion to wMeh 
Bossk's ^sture pointed. At the side of the Slave I's 
holding area, silent and waiting, stood the massive shape 
of D'harhan The traeking systems of the laser cannon, 
bonded inseparabfyto his torso, boked toward Fett. 

'Even him," Fett said quietly. 'Tie's going with us as well" 

D'harhan punched a string of words into his voice box 
and turned the device away from himself "you would 
have to kill me," it spoke abud. "to render me 
weaponless." The vobe had sounded like thunder 
beneath the roiling ebuds of steam The laser earmoris 
tracking systems ^zed hard at Boba Fett as the next 
words were displayed, there is no 

DIFFERENCE. . . BETWEEN ME AND MY 
WEAPONS. 

'Maybe..." With growing unease, Zuckuss let his ^ze 
move up the enormous figure. The yellow limits on the 



side ot the laser-eamon housing were darkening, as 
thou^ they were about to shift to the red of imminent 
destruction. "Maybe we don't realty need to take him 
with us. I mean... if we're just going down to Circumtore 
to talk... that's not realty his specialty, is it?" 

"No one is being left behind," Fett stated with cold 
finality. 'The whole teamis going That's the plan" 

"Whose plan?" demanded Bossk. 

"Mine." Another sinple, fiat statement. 'That's the only 
one that matters." Boba Fett turned back toward 
D'harhan '1 know better than anyone that to remove 
your weapon would be the same as killing you; 1 haven't 
forgotten about these things. I was there when you 
became as you are now. So 1 also know other thin^ that 
your weapon can be rendered nonfunctional, incapable 
of firing by a rektivety simple procedure. The removal of 
the li^-mass core alone will do it. And then the Shell 
Hutts will have no basis for refusing you permission to 
enter their world." 

Zuckuss flattened himself against the holding area's 



buMiead as he watched D'harhan rising to his M height, 
the top of the laser-cannon housing scraping the durasteel 
ceiling The li^t inside the space seemed to dim, as 
thou^ the creature's expanding form were swallowing it 
up. D'harhan's chest, the remaining fleshand-blood part 
of it, swelled outward, thrusting forward the curved 
gearing of the weapon mount welded to his breastbone; 
his shoulders pulled back, arms tensing at his sides, one 
hand clenching into a fist, the other still holding the rmted 
voice box. Through clouds of hissing steam, the oiled 
metal of the pistons gleamed like naked sword blades; 
the indicator limits along the laser cannon's barrel burned 
a fiery, nebubus red. Now it's going to happen-fear 
twisted sicken-ingly in Zuckuss's gut. We're all going to 
die. Mesmerized, he watched as Boba Fett stepped up in 
front of D'harhan, the red li^ blurring throu^ the steam 
and silhouetting him as thou^ by fire seen through 
ominous storm clouds. 

"you're wrong" D'harhan raised the voice box toward 
Fett. "IT won't be easy at alL" 

"1 am aware of his meaning." A trace of fear sounded in 



even me uroiu ivj-oo s voiee. me ngni-mass eore is 
shielded behind a grid of protective interlocks-that is 
standard for weapons of the class he bears, to prevent 
just such tanpering. Removal is ill-advised, even for a 
skilled armory techniciaa You could trigger an overload 
destruct sequence that would destroy this ship even more 
thorou^% than the Shell Hutt's expbsive charges would 
have." 

"Listen to it," pleaded Bossk. 'You're going to kill us all-" 

"1 know what I'm doing." Boba Fett spoke with an 
urmervingly icy calm "Do not interfere-if you value your 
lives." 

"do you know?" Another cloud of steam hissed from the 
laser cannon's mounting as the tracking systems 
narrowed their focus on the man standing in front of 
them "the weapon is rry spirit, when you take THAT 
BY WHICH I KILL 

OTHERS ... THEN YOU KILL ME." 

'It will only seem that way," said Boba Fett. 



'There's a diflerence between this death and true death" 
Slowly, he reached up toward the glistening machinery 
whose coils were buried deep inD'harharis chest. 'Trust 
me." 

"Fett... don't..." 

Whether it was his own voice or one of the others, 
Zuckuss could no bnger teE Flinching from certain 
doom, he averted his lace; the last thing he saw was 
Boba Fett shrouded in steam, one hand sinking into the 
coils and wires nested beneath the laser carmoris 
mounting, as thou^ the bounty hunter were a battlefield 
sur^on performing a crude, septic heart transplant. With 
a screech of grinding metal from the ^ared wheel, the 
weapon's barrel convulsive^ angled upward, the tracking 
systems blindly defocusing, as thou^ a pain voltage 
beyond the reach of mortal anesthesia had coursed 
throu^ D'harhan's errbedded circuitry. The indicator 
li^ts pulsed and flared even briber than before; 
Zuckuss could hear someone, probably Bossk, diving to 
the gridded floor of the holding area, as thou^ there 
were any chance of hiding from the firepower that would 



rip the Slave I apart. 


With all rruseles involuntarily tensed, crouching against 
the bulkhead, Zuckuss awaited the harsh, deafening noise 
that he knew would be the last thing he would ever hear. 

Instead, there was silence, ended by a sibling emission of 
steam, as thou^ from a dying machine, the source of its 
energy shut off by a single valve. He looked up, bringing 
his eyes away from his own lowered forearm The red 
li^ts that had burned throng the steam mist were gone 
now, as Zuckuss watched, the inert metal of the laser 
cannon shifted angle, its dark barrel slowly inching down 
from its ceiling-hi^ trajectory. The blank voice box 
swung on a cord from D'harharis waist as his black- 
gloved hands trembled open, palms outward. His knees 
buckled, diminishing the massive form that had reared up 
inside the shp's holding area, turning him into something 
weaker and more human than ma chine. D'harhan 
collapsed onto the floor, rolling heavily onto one broad 
shoulder, the muzzle of the laser cannon scraping an arc 
across the floor, ending at the tip of Boba Fett's boot. 
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turned toward the other bounty hunter. Boba Fett hadn't 
moved from where he had been standing, as thou^ the 
M of the laser cannon was an ocean tide that he knew 
would break harmlessly upon the shore, millimeters away 
from him In Fett's hand, the one that had reached into 
the intricate lock and coil of D'harhan's chest, was a dull 
metal rod, less than half a meter long thick enou^ to fill 
the grip iastened upon it. When Fett dropped it with a 
leaden clang the residual heat from the weapon's reaetor 
core brou^t a final sizzling puff of steam from the water 
vapor that had collected on the grid's surlaee. The barrel 
of the laser earmon lifted, moving with crippled d iffieulty. 
D'harhan's tracking systems Ibcused upon Boba Fett 
standing above him; one hand grasped the voice box and 
slowty thurrbed in a few words. 

you owe me. D'harhan raised the silent comrrunieation 
deviee. big time. 

Boba Fett said nothing but turned away and strode 
toward the ladder leading to the cockpit. He halted with 
one boot on the bottom rung and looked over at the 
others watching him 'They're already waiting for us," he 



said quie% "Down on Circum-tore." 

Then he was gone. Zuckuss looked over at Bossk, just 
now ^tting to his feet in the doorless holding ca^. 

"We're lucky," said Zuckuss, "to be alive." Bossk 
glanced up, toward the empty hatchway of the cockpit, 
then back dowa The thin smile he gqve Zuckuss 
contained at least a small particle ofadmiratioit 

"1 suppose we'll find out"-Bossk slowfy nodded, his gaze 
narrowing-'just how lucky we are... ."16 

"What exactly is the history between you and the Shell 
Hutts?" Zuckuss wasn't asking just to pass the time. 
Sitting at last on the surface of Circuntore, surrounded 
by the durasteel-plated Hutts and, even worse, their 
various guards and mercenaries, he felt no less 
endangered than before. It just keeps ^tting worse, 
Zuckuss nused gloomily to himself Pretty soon he'd be 
wishing that everyone on this intrepid Me team had 
gotten blown to spiraling, whistling atoms. "1 mean . . . 
the way that the negotiator talked . . ." Boba Fett stood 
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inspectors poking throng the interior of the Slave 1. 
They weren't looking for contraband-which was 
something that the Shell Hurts, like all the meirbers of the 
species, had no aversion to, as long as they got their 
pieee of the aetion-but were corrbing the ship and its 
passengers for undeelared weaponry. Without his usual 
panoply of roeket launchers and other means of 
destruction, Fert boked even irore dan^rous, oddly 
enou^ as though his simmering anger were some newly 
aroused lethal force, provoked by the intrusion on his 
personal domain 

'Hurts say all sorts of thin^." Boba Fert didn't turn 
toward Zuckuss as he spoke. "There's a lot of it you ean 
safely ignore. A lot of ereatures in the galaxy believe that 
all the Hurtese are effieient businessmen, with nothing but 
eredits on their irinds, but they're not. They spend too 
mich time brooding about the past, keeping old seores. 
Bearing grudges. That kind of emotion always gets in the 
way of true rationality." 

Nobody would ever make that kmd of assessment, 
Zuckuss figured, of Boba Fert. The more time he spent 



anywhere near Fett, the more he was irtpressed-and 
appalled by the cold calculations taking place inside that 
visored helmet. Even over something like the team 
disarming itself for its landing on the Shell Hutts' 

world; if Boba Fett was willing to go abng with that, it 
mist mean his intricate^ worked-out plans included this 
lactor, accounted for it in some way. We myit make it 
back out of here alive, thou^ Zuckuss. Or at least some 
of us might. The plans that he had let himself become part 
oTCradossk's plans-called for one death out here, if not 
more. 

"It seemed kind of specific, though What Gheeta said." 
Zuckuss tried again "When he was talking about what 
happened before. Is there some kind of old score to 
settle between you and the Shell Hutts?" The customs 
inspectors-miltilegged droids, bristling with inspection 
probes and energy-level meters-continued their 
inspection of the Slave I. Their black, spidery forms 
could be seen throu^ the ship's open hatches and up 
inside the transparent shielding of the cockpit. One of the 
inspectors lay crumpled in pieces, a few limits still 
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That one had been a little too bnjsque in frisking the 
Trandoshan Bossk Ibr any coneealed weapons, and had 
paid the price in quick, bolt-snapping disassenijly. 

"Nothing you have to wony about," said Boba Fett. 

It's a personal thing Actual^, between me and Gheeta. 
There was a time when he wasn't a mere negotiator, 
being sent out on those kinds of errands to ships seeking 
permission to land. He was very high up in the Shell Hutt 
hierarchy. That was why he was in char^ of the design 
and construction of the on-planet terminal and diplomatic 
reception site-basically, everything you see around you 
here." Fett gestured with one raised hand; past the 
landing dock's archways could be seen a complex of 
inter linked spires and domes. "His bud^t allowed Ibr a 
nearly unlimited expenditure of capital, including the hiring 
of one of the top freelance architects in the gplajy. A 
man named Emd Grahvess-" 

'Tve heard of him" Zuckuss actually had, thou^ he 
couldn't remember from just where. 



'There may be better ones, but if there are, they'd be 
working for Emperor Palpatine, or someone like Prinee 
Xizor. Exekisively. So Grahvess was the top of the line 
for the Shell ffutts, and Gheeta knew it; thafs why he 
hired him The onty problem was that Gheeta had other 
plans for Grahvess, onee the project was completed; 
unfortunately for Gheeta, Grahvess was no fool He 
knew how dangerous it can be, working for any kind of 
Hutt. They don't like paying up, and they like having 
thin^ that no one else can have. If they ean't bity 
exclusivity, they have ... other ways of aehieving it. And 
thafs what Grahvess found out that when this job was 
done, he wouldn't be taking on any others." Fett glaneed 
over at Zuckuss. 'Ever." 

'Thafs kind of eold," said Zuckuss. "Having somebody 
killed, ri^t after he's done some great job for you" 

"Get used to it. It happens to bounty hunters as well-if 
they're not earefti" Boba Fett gpve a slow nod. 

'This ^laxy is full of treachery. There's no one you ean 
really trust..." 



Words to live by, thought Zuckuss. Or die. "So what 
happened to this architect, this Grahvess person? Did 
Gheeta manage to have himkilled or not?" 

"Not." Satisiaction was audible in that single word from 
Boba Fett. "Because Grahvess was just a Me bit 
smarter than Gheeta. Smart enou^ to contact me and 
propose a rrutually satislactory business arrangement." 

"Lice what?" 

'You don't need to know all the details." I3oba Fett 
continued to watch the customs inspectors stalking 
around inside the Slave I. "At least not yet. Let's just say 
that Grahvess and I had everything worked out well 
belbre his work here on Circumtore was completed. So 
that Gheeta and his bench creatures never had a shot at 
him fissentially, Grahvess put out a bounty on himself A 
nice, lat one, which I was onty too happy to collect by 
making a quick raid here and snatching him away, ri^ 
out from Gheeta's hands. That's the main reason why the 
Shell Hutts' security procedures are so tight now; they 
don't want a repeat of that kind of action. Makes them 

T-Ti-iffc' flioL ** 
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'Pretty clever." Zuclcuss nodded in appreciation 'The 
only one that winds up screwed is this Gheeta. The 
architect ^ts to keep his life, and you ^t the credits. 
Smart." 

"I got more than that out of it." 

Zuckuss studied the other bounty hunter in puz dement. 
"What more would you want out of it than credits?" He 
couldn't imagine any other incentive for someone like 
Fett. 

"An investment. So to speak." Boba Fett watched the 
Shell Hurts' customs-inspection droids emerging from the 
ship. 'That pays off later. In a big way." There wasn't 
time for Zuckuss to ask what that meant. The inspectors 
spider-legged their way toward the waiting bounty 
hunters. A couple of the droids lag^d behind and began 
picking up the scattered wreckage of their forcibly 
disasserrbled companion, the broken circuits of its main 
sensory input/ output box still buzzing and moaning 



inanit you ior your oooperduon. me leau mspeeior 
droid halted in front of Boba Fett. "Our examination of 
your craft shows no hidden armameiis of a ibrce 
sufficient to disturb the peace and tranquillity of 
Circuntore." 

Zuckuss would have been surprised if the inspector 
droids had Ibund anything like that. He and IG-88-Bossk 
had still been unhelpfidly sulking over having to lay down 
his own weapons-had assisted Boba Fett in removing 
either whole systems or essential parts of them from the 
Slave fs arsenal, and then packing and sealing them into 
the coded-access freight container that was now in orbit 
above the surface of Circuntore, awaiting Fett's return 
When that procedure had been completed, the strip had 
been rendered as defenseless-and more significantly for 
the Shell Hutts, ofienseless-as any unarmed cargo shuttle 
plodding among the stars. 

The bounty hunters' personal weapons had been another 
matter; those they had brou^ with them to Circuntore, 
handing them over directly to the customs-inspection 
droids. "Here is your receipt for the items we are holding 
in stora® for vou." One of the lead inspectors pried 



open a slender pouch beneath its rruMensed eyes and 
extracted a miniature holoprojector. "If you'd care to 
check it over and make sure that we haven't forgotten 
anything.. 

Boba Fett took the device and thuntied it on The 
shimmering visual field winked into existence in front of 
him and Zuckuss, with a scrolling depiction of the bounty 
hunters' various weapons. It was a long list. Boba Fett 
gave it no more than a cursory glance before 

extinguishing the hologra m "Looks conplete." 

"Very well" The lead inspector extended one of its optic 
stalks strai^ up and swiveled its small lens around to 
see how the others were coming abng with the bits and 
pieces of the one that Bossk had taken apart. A few last 
segpients were being tucked into an inert-mesh sack, 
from which the droid's muffled complaints were barely 
audible. The inspector returned its attention to Boba Fett. 
"If you'll hold on to that and present it to the landing 
master when you're ready to leave, all items will be 
returned to you" A dark oil stain and a couple of 



gaiienng, oroKcn irdnsisiors were au imi were leri on me 
surface of the dock. "It's been a pleasure to serve you" 

Canned formalities always sounded even more canned 
when they came from droids; Zuckuss was glad to see 
the customs-inspection droids leave, stalking their way 
delicately across the landing dock, dragging their ba^ed 
comrade behind themselves. 

As the inspection squadron left the landing dock Bossk 
came striding over, followed by IG-88. The droid looked 
as unemotional as ever, but burning resentment showed 
in Bossk's eyes. "So this is your great plan?" He made a 
quick, dismissive ^sture at the blaster holster hanging 
empty by his side. "Now we're stuck down here on the 
Shell Hutts' planet, and if they decide to send their thu^ 
around to kill us, there won't be a thing we'll be able to 
do about it." He shook his head in disgust. "1 don't see 
why you needed a team to go abng with you If you just 
wanted to get yourself knocked ofij you could have done 
it on your own just as easily." Boba Fett regprded the 
Trandoshan in silence. 'You know," he said finally, 'Tm 
going to give you something free. That doesn't happen 
very often Even when it's just aood advice-I usually let 



other creatures leam by just suffering the consequences 
of their actions." 

'Yeah?" Bossk sneered at him "So what's your good 
advice?" 

"Stop whining. Before you really ^t me irritated." Fett 
turned toward the other bounty hunters. "Let's get going. 
Gheeta sent me a message while the ship was being 
inspected. The Shell Hutts have already prepared a 
reception for us." 

"1 just bet they have," grurrbled Bossk under his breath. 
Fett igpored the remark, if he had heard it at all 

IG-88 crossed in front of Zuckuss, following after Boba 
Fett and toward the open-topped ground shuttle that 
would take them into the center of Circuntore's 
administrative conplex. Zuckuss drew back even larther 
as the massive shape of D'harhan trod hea\% forward, 
the barrel of the laser cannon, now rendered inert and 
harmless, slanting disconsolate^, the tip of its rmzde 
almost scraping a^inst the landing dock's surface. The 
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thou^ the hali-humanoid, haU-mechanical creature was 
some slow beast following the voice of the master that 
had blinded it. 

"What do you think's going to happen?" The voice 
startled Zuckuss; he snapped his head around and saw 
Bossk standing next to him, leaning down to speak close 
to his ear. Zuckuss had been immersed too deep in his 
thou^ts, reflecting on how the altered D'harhan looked 
like the last survivor of some otherwise extinct saurian 
species, dragging its age-heavy bones and rusting metal 
armor to the burial ground of its kia Bossk had stepped 
beside him while he was still wondering what had been 
the point of bringing D'harhan along on this job, if Boba 
Fett had known all along that the laser carmoris core- 
D'harhan's spirit, or as rmch of one as he mi^ have 
possessed-would need to be extracted. It struck 
Zuckuss as a needless^ cruel thing to have done to an 
old comrade; something that he would never have 
imagined Fett capable of doing. 

"Don't ask me." Zuckuss glanced over at Bossk and ^ve 
a shrug, lifiing his gloved hands to indicate his complete 



bafflement. "I haven't got a clue about what's going on" 
Thin^ had seemed a lot simpler back at the Bounty 
Hunters Guild when he'd agreed to become part of 
Cradossk's plans-not that those were anything he felt like 
telling to Bossk. They'd only gotten more complicated 
since then And dangerous; the confidence he'd felt at 
one time, that he'd survive all this just by sticking cbse to 
Boba Fett, had been serious^ eroded. Fett packing his 
personal arsenal of blasters and rocket launchers was 
one thing; a disarmed Fett leading all of the team right 
into the center of Fett's grud^-bearing enemies was 
another. Maybe Bossk is right, rrused Zuckuss. Maybe 
Fett is going to get us all killed. Another thought struck 
him Maybe that had been Cradossk's plan all abng The 
old Trandoshan hadn't been out just to ^t his own son 
eliminated, but a couple more of the Guild's young 
upstarts as well Zuckuss could see why Cradossk and 
some of the other GuM elders would want to get rid of 
the coldly efficient droid IG-88, but he would We been 
surprised to find that anyone thought that he himself was 
at that level And even if that were Cradossk's plan, 
where would Boba Fett hook up with it? Was Fett just 
leading Bossk and the other bounty hunters into a 



prearranged trap-whieh would mean that somehow 
Cradossk had gotten the Shell Hutts in on the scheme; 
how likely was that?-or had the galaxy's smartest and 
toughest bounty hunter somehow been fooled as well, 
and Fett was about to ^t eliminated along with the rest 
of the team? Or ... 

The brain behind the insectoid eyes started to throb 
painfijlly as more and more possibilities swirled within If 
he did get killed here on Circum-tore, Zuckuss hoped it 
wouldn't be before he had at least figured out part of 
what was going on He was beginning to doubt the 
wisdom of having even wanted to become a bounty 
hunter. 

"1 suppose," growled Bossk, "we'll find out. One way or 
another." 

"Maybe." The others of the team were waiting beside the 
ground shuttle; Zuckuss nodded toward them "We 
better get going" He conquered his reluctance enou^ to 
start walking 


Even before the shuttle lifted on its repulsor beams and 



slid toward the Shell Hurts' spired buildings, Zuckuss had 
a revelatioa He could see his lace mask, air tubes 
dangling, reflected in the dark metal of D'harharis silent, 
impotent laser carmoa It doesn't matter, realized 
Zuekuss suddenly. Whether we have weapons or not. 
Whatever was going to happen-which of them would die 
and which of them would live-would happen whether 
they were ready Ibr it or not. 

There was one of them who ni^ be ready. Zuckuss 
looked toward Boba Fett, sitting in the Iront of the 
shuttle. If anybody was going to survive, it would be him 

That thought, even with all its embodied certainty, didn't 
make Zuckuss feel any better. 

Gheela came floating up, his wefcoming smile nearly wide 
enou^ to split his wattled lace in two. "At last!" The 
crablike mechanical hands beneath the rivet-studded 
cylinder spread expansive^. "Now you will have a 
chance to truly partake of our hospitality." 

'We're not here to enjoy ourselves." At the head of the 
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around the grand reception hall of the Shell Hutts. 'This is 
strict^ business for us. I would appreciate it if we could 
get strai^ to it." 

"All in good time, rr^^ dear Fett." The tapering end of the 
cylinder pointed toward the larther reaches of the hall, its 
hi^ vaulted roof interlaced with golden traceries and 
ornamental center bosses. 'You are too dismissive of 
both pleasure and the past-the pleasures of the flesh, that 
we can enjoy now, and the memories of that past we 
share." 

IG-88 and the shorter figure of Zuekuss came up on 
either side of Fett, the droid scanning the space with 
methodical thorou^mess, the other bounty hunter 
glancing around with nervous apprehension With a 
slower and more ponderous tread, D'harhan bomed up 
behind. 

'The past is over," said Boba Fett. The Shell Hutt's 
wobbling lace, protruding ifom the collar of the 
repulsorbome cylinder, evoked a eold revulsion inside 
him "If not for you, then it is for me." 



"I wonder about that" Gheeta raised one of the cylinder’s 
mechanical hands, using the point of its claw to scratch a 
deep fold in his dm "How much do creatures ever 
forget? I hope you'll excuse me for waxing philosophical- 
I know how impatient you become-but sometimes I feel 
that nothing is forgotten. Everything remains buried, 
deeply or just beneath the surface, just waiting for its 
certain resurrection, to be brou^ out into the light once 
more." 

Boba Fett could decipher the meaning behind the Shell 
Hutfs words. What he's saying, thou^ Fett, is that he 
hasn't forgotten. The reminder about the past and what it 
contained, back aboard the Slave I, hadn't been enough 
to indicate how fiercely that humiliation burned in 
Gheeta's memory. If one looked past all his cloying and 
ingratiating manners, the show of welcome here on 
Circuntore, the desire for vengeance could be plainly 
seen. 

And counted oa He's got his plans, thought Boba Fett, 
and fve got nine. 



For a split second, as Fett gazed back into Gheeta's 
broad, half-lidded eyes, he wondered if there was 
another meaning to what the Shell Hutt had spoken. 
Resurrection 

... brou^t out into the light... 

When one played a dan^rous ^me, there was always 
the possibility that the opponent was one move ahead. 
Fett knew that in this game, that would mean death If he 
found out, raised Fett as he searched Gheeta's massive 
lace for any clue. If he's figured out everything that 
happened here, in the past. Then the ^me was already 
over; there would be no more moves to play, just the 
sweeping of the broken pieces from the board. Those 
pieces would include himself and the other bounty 
hunters that he had brou^ here with trim And maybe 

one more... 

Whatever happens, decided Boba Pert as he gazed 
unflinching into the dark centers of Gheeta's eyes. 
Whatever happens-he's going with me. 



"But enough of all that." The floating cylinder that 
encased Gheeta rotated sli^ly, so that one of the 
mechanical hands could gesture toward the center of the 
reception haL "As you have so ibrcefully reminded me, 
this is-alas!-more a business occasion than a social one. 
Let us proceed; there are others here who are more than 
ea^r to meet with you and your companions." 

"After you," said Boba Fett. 'They're your species, not 
nine." 

Years ago he had picked up some profitable mer 
chandise on a backwater world where the dominant ibrm 
of long-distance transportation had been li^er-than-air 
freighters-slow and immense, tapered ovoid dirigibles, 
filled with helium and other buoyant ^es. The planef s 
skies had been filled with the craft, like elongated silvery 
moons, their crew gondolas and cargo containers slung 
underneath their curved and shaded beffies. That was 
what Cir-cuntore's great reception hall reminded Fett ob 
there were a dozen Shell Flutts besides Gheeta, the 
riveted cylinders floating on their repulsor beams, turning 
and bumping into each other with graceless sbtb At the 



front end of each cylinder protruded another bejowled 
Huttese lace, like a wad of some unpleasant organic 
substance that had been inserted in the circular metal 
collar. Some of the Shell Hutt laces appeared younger 
than Gheeta, their large eyes glittering with avarice, slit 
nostrils flared by the trace scents on which their constant 
appetites lastened. The younger ones' encasing cylinders 
were smaller as 

well; Boba Fett knew how the Shell Hutts enjoyed 
throwing lavish parties for themselves, upon the occasion 
of one's expanding bulk being transferred to a new and 
larger cylinder. 

With their artificial exoskeletons, the cylinders raised by 
repulsor beams, the size to which Shell Hutts could 
aspire was no longer restricted by gravity-onty by how 
nuch they could grab of the gplaxy s wealth and stuflF into 
their lipless mouths. Gheeta was only in the middle range 
when it came to sheer mass; Boba Fett recogiized a few 
of the other Shell Hutts in the great reception hall, elders 
of the clan that were to Gheeta as an Inperial battle 
cruiser was to a HE fi^er craft. Those laces protruding 
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from brow to throat that hooks had been surgically 
inplanted in the bkibbery tissue, the sharp metal bits 
connected to a web of thin, hi^-tension strands iastened 
to the top ed^ of the cylinder. If not for that support, the 
old Shell Hutts' eyes and nostrils would have been buried 
beneath avalanches of their own slack flesh. 

As Boba Fett and the other bounty hunters approached, 
the lar^st of the repulsor-bome cylinders turned 
majestically, like an interstellar luxury ship being 
maneuvered into an ofl-planet berth. A low voice 
rurrbled from the gprgantuan Hutt bound by the riveted 
durasteel plates 1 grow weary, Gheeta." The lar^r Shell 
Hutt iastened the irritable gaze of its yellowed eyes upon 
its clan meirber. 'You keep us waiting... and for what? 
Some of us may still be anused, but I assure you that 1 
am not." 

Gheeta bobbed ibrward, the Me crablike hands rising 
from underneath his cylinder and making fluttery gestures 
of moMcation 'Patience will yet be rewarded. Your 
Ma^iitude. Our-ahem-guests have arrived at last. The 
show will begin in a moment." 



" 'Show'?" Bossk scowled. "What show are you talking 
about? We came here on business." 

"Of course, of course-just as your leader Boba Fett 
keeps reminding me." Gheeta turned his wide, wet-edged 
smile toward the Trandoshan 'Your patience will be 
rewarded as well, I assure you. But you've traveled so 
lar-all of you have." The mechanical hands' ^sture took 
in all of the bounty hunters. "And through some of the 
emptiest and least rewarding stretches of the gplaxy. I'd 
hate for you to go away from here, after our business is 
concluded, and tel the sentient creatures ofall the worlds 
that the Shell Hutts put out a mean and scanty table for 
their visitors. We have a reputation for hospitality to 
maintain, don't we? What would our fellow Hutts, our 
cousin Jabba for instance, say if he heard that we had not 
provided for others' lamished appetites?" 

"We're not hungry," said Boba Fett. "Not for arything 
that you're Icefyto serve." 

"Ah-I think otherwise, ny dear Fett. This meal is one that 
I've been Drenarinu for a bnu time: a verv lone time. 



Since the last time you were here on Circumtore, and 
thin^ went less than graciously... for some of us." 

"More conplaints." The immense Shell Hutt-his name, 
Fett remerrbered, was Nullada-rolled his yellow eyes 
beneath his brow's folded and sagging pouches. "Nothing 
but complaints," he rurrbled ole-aginously. 'You've been 
obsessed for too long a time, Gheeta. Perhaps you 
should be relieved of even those duties that you've 
retained this lar so that you could take a long rest to clear 
your mind." 

A flash of anger showed in Gheeta's lace, like a li^itning 
stroke in storm-heavy clouds. The crablike mechanical 
hands bcked their claws toother, as though preventing 
themselves from slashing a set of parallel bloodied 
furrows down the older and lar^r Shell Hutt's lace. 

'Tve had time enou^" Gheeta's voice was a snarling 
whine. "But let's not waste any more of it. Come along, 
thea" Even with just his own jowl-wrapped lace 
protruding from the collar of his floating cylinder, the 
effort required to regpin coiirol was visible. The cylinder 



uimea siigtii^, angnng towara me center or me great 
reception hall, where more of the Shell Hurts' 

encased forms jostled around a rectangular dais, 
surrounded on all sides by bw, concentric steps. 

'Everything has been placed in readmess for you." The 
claws unclasped, allowing one of them to make a 
sweeping ^sture toward the dais. "Shall we?" Boba Fert 
didn't feel like making any fiirther conversation with their 
host. He led the way toward the dais, letting the other 
members of the bounty-hunter team M m behind. There 
were enough reflective surfaces scattered throu^ut the 
space, beams of polished durasteel supporting the 
domed roof above, that he could see Bossk and the 
droid lG-88 following his qubk stride, with the 
Trandoshan glaring with suspicion and enmity at every 
one of the bobbing and floating Shell Hurts. Behmd that 
pair, the massive shape ofD'harhantrod hea\% the inert 
laser caimon still impressive in its glistening darkness, like 
an emblem of latent destruction wrapped in trails of 
hissing steam 


At Fert's ebow, Zuckuss trotted to keep up with him 



"I don't like the looks of this," panted the shorter bounty 
hunter. '1 don't like the boks of this one bit-" He knew 
just what Zuckuss was talking about. Around the sides of 
the great reception hall, from alcoves and corridors 
branching off the central space, other figures had 
appeared, ones that weren't Shell Hutts. 

"Mercenaries," said Boba Fett quietly. In black, 
insi^iialess uniforms, armed and watching; if he'd wanted 
to, he could very likely have identified more than a few of 
them from past encounters. There was always a loose 
assemblage of thu^ and venal murderers, varying in 
nurrber and quality, depending main^ upon who had 
been killed recently and to a lesser degree upon who was 
rotting away in the galaj^s various penal institutions, 
shilling back and forth among the less civilized worlds, 
finding enployment as enforcers and private hit men. The 
Shell Hutts' distant species relation, the notorious Jabba 
on backwater Tatooine, usualfy paid the hipest wa^s 
and got the pick of the lot, the qubkest with their chosen 
weapons and the least encurrbered by scruples about 
what kind of jobs they took care of for their employer. 
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'This many?" Still at Boba Fett's side, Zuckuss quickly 
scanned the perimeter of the great reception hall 'There 
mist be a couple dozen of them At least." He took 
another count, looking past the raised dais in the middle 
ofthe space. "Maybe My of'em-" 

"Gheeta told us that he'd been preparing for this for a 
long time." Without turning his visored helmet, Boba Fett 
had taken his own estimate of the forces arrayed along 
the haffs perimeter. 'He's obvious^ called in a lot of 
lavors." This rmch firepower didn't come cheap; most of 
the mercenaries cradled late-model blaster rifles a^inst 
their chests; Gheeta mist have provided the weapons, as 
they were obvious^ more expensive than the usual cheap 
and nasty-if lethally eflicient-gear with which mercenaries 
usually kitted themselves. These types disgusted Fett; 
they took no real pride in their equipment, the tools of 
their trade; if they did, they wouldn't spend s o much of 
their ill-gotten pay on their own bad habits. 'He couldn't 
pay for all this himsellj" continued Boba Fett aloud. 
"Gheeta rrust've gone into major hock with his other clan 
members." 



"But what ibr?" Zuckuss's curved eyes reflected the 
ominous black-clad figures. "We're unarmed-" 

"I know how Gheeta's mind works. Let's just say he's 
not given to taking chances. Or at least," said Lett, 

"not after the last time I did business with him" Bossk 
had overhead the comment. 'Tm ready to do business 
with him," the Trandoshan growled from behind Boba 
Lett. "Ri^t now." His clawed hand hung close to the 
empty blaster holster at his side. Even without a weapon, 
Bossk looked ready to take on whatever arrry the Shell 
Hutts had assentiled, as thou^ he could pull each of the 
mercenaries apart, lirrb from lirrb, with nothing but his 
own brute strength "Let's ^t it over with" 

"It seems apparent," commented IG-88, "that your desire 
in that regard is about to be fulfilled." Pushed along by his 
riveted casings repulsor beams, the Shell Hutt Gheeta 
had floated ahead of the bounty hunters. As they reached 
the bottom of the steps surrounding the dais, Gheeta had 
already risen to the top section, where the cylinder 
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two meters long and a quarter of that dimension in width; 
its surface was draped with a heavy cbth embroidered 
with golden thread, the comer tassels loosely knotted 
and flowing down the steps. On top of the cloth were 
towering arrangements of exotic, ofl-planet florals, their 
brilliant petals thick and heavy as flayed Tatooinian 
dewback hide; from their stickify wet confluence exuded 
cloying, opiatelike perfumes. Even throng his helmet's 
nitration units, Boba Pert could taste the acrid molecules 
collecting on his tongue; they had no eflect on the clarity 
of his own thou^is, but he saw how some of the Shell 
Hutts gathered closer to the dais, the pupils of their eyes 
narrowing as their slit nostrils widened, deepty inhaling 
the laden air. Their lipless mouths curved into all- 
encompassing pleasure. 

Behind him, Boba Fett heard Bossk snort in disgust. He 
knew that the Trandoshan nervous system lacked any 
receptor sites for the flowers' narcotic fiagtance; any 
scent less subtle than rotting meat was wasted on him 

"Lx)vely." Bossk sneered. "Looks like you've got the 
place ready for a funeral" 



"How perceptive of you!" Gheeta had perhaps inhaled 
too deepty, thou^ the scent appeared to have a 
stimilant rather than a soporific eflect on him 'Exactly 
so!" The floating cylinder spun about, bringing the Shell 
Hutt's lace, luminous with toxic sweat, toward the bounty 
hunters. Ranping up the strength of the repulsor beams, 
Gheeta floated above the rank-smelling bbssoms, the 
thick petals quivering with the unseen ibrce. 'How often, 
thou^ that we M to understand-" The crablike 
mechanical hands reached down and scooped throu^ 
the floral mass, gathering the bri^ cobrs and pulpy 
tissues to the underside of the cylmder. For a moment the 
crushed bbssoms obscured the lower half of Gheeta's 
lace; then his ecstatic expression was revealed a^m as 
the gleaming metal appenda^s flung themselves wide, 
scattering the flowers across the steps of the dais. "We 
M to appreciate what a joyous occasion a ftmeral can 
be!" 

The overripe stench of the flowers filled the inside of 
Boba Fett's helmet as the petals, bruised and crushed by 
Gheeta's mechanbal arms, fell across the toes of his 
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kicked the flowers away, the heaviest of them left wet, 
bleeding trails across the inlaid floor of the great 
reception hall 

"1 don't have much of a feeling for funerals," said Fett 
evenly. He looked up across the dais steps toward 
Gheeta. 'One way or the other." 

"Oh, but you should! You will!" Gheeta's manner became 
even more frenetic and excited. The cylinder vibrated as 
it hovered in place, as thou^ the fever of the creature 
inside had somehow been transmitted to the enclosing 
metal Some of the other Shell Hurts ed^d away from 
the central dais, as thou^ fearful of an explosion; 
Gheeta's agitation had even pierced the stupor of those 
who had Men furthest beneath the blooms' heavy 
fragrance. '1 guarantee it!" 

"Watch out," said Zuckuss in a low voice. From the 
comer of his si^ behind the dark visor of his helmet, 
Boba Fett saw Zuckuss's warning nod toward the edges 
of the space. But Fett was already conscious of what 
was happening there Some of the black-uniformed 



mercenaries had stepped forward from the alcoves and 
adjoining corridors where they had first appeared. There 
were other motions, of weapons being raised, the 
shoulder straps of the blaster rifles slackening as the 
barrels were swung up into firing position, the rifle butts 
braced against the mercenaries' hips. He could see 
Bossk and IG-88 turning their heads, scanning the details 
of the trap cbsing tighter around them Zuckuss's voice 
sounded ti^ with apprehension "I think they're going to 
make their move...." 

Fett knew that nothing was going to happen, at least not 
for another few seconds; the cylindrical shapes of the 
Shell Hutts were still bobbing and floating around, too 
close to the dais and the team of ofl-planet bounty 
hunters. Even as tri^r-happy as this bunch of thugs was 
likely to be, they would still know better than to start 
shooting while their employers were in the line of fire. 
And besides, there was one more thing that he was 
absolutely sure of Gheeta's Me show wasn't over yet. 
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had spiraled up into a screech, bud enou^ to flutter the 
wattles at his pallid throat. Tine! Let us do just that! But 
as you said, there's no point unless the merchandise in 
question is there on the table, right in Iront of us!" 

"Gheeta ..." The eber Nullada grabbed hold of the 
collar of Gheeta's cylinder with a metal-clawed hand. 

"Don't make more of a fool of yourself than you already 
have-" 

"Silence!" One of Gheeta's crablike hands foriously 
knocked away the lar^r Shell Hutt's grasp. 'You'll see 
as well! All of you!" The laces of the other Shell Hutts, 
protruding Irom the collars of the floating cylinders, 
turned toward Gheeta, some with expressions of 
middled astonishment, others cruelly relishing the 
spectacle that was being played out before them 'You 
were all pleased enou^ when this scoundrel"-the claw 
point of one of Gheeta's hands shot out, ^sturing toward 
Boba Fett-"when this thief stole Irom me that whbh was 
to be rry crowning glory!" Both of the crablike 
mechanical hands flung upward, indicating the great 



reception hall's vaulted roof and all that it contained. 
Gheeta's maddened crossed over Nullada and the 
other Shell Hutts. "Don't think I didn't hear your 
sni^ering jeers and laughter! 

You were happy to see me Men and disgraced, weren't 
you?" 

Boba Fett discerned now that Gheeta's escalating 
shrillness was due to more than the intoxicants released 
by the mounds of flowers and their viscous, oozing 
centers. Enou^ of Gheeta's thick neck had protruded 
from his floating cylinder that a thin tube could be seen, 
almost buried in the Iblds of his gray skin; the tube ended 
in a surgically implanted IV tap, a needle plunged and 
sealed into Gheeta's bloodstream The tube's other end 
was concealed inside the cylinder; Fett could surmise that 
it was hooked up to a time-metered dispensary module, 
leaking some rage-provoking stirrulant through the Shell 
Hutt's central nervous system Just as Boba Fett had 
already suspected, the sight of the pharmaceutical tube 
conflrmed that Gheeta had prepared Ibr this 
confrontation by chemically stripping out any sense of 
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Sdcidally so; with his having gone this lar out of control, 
there would be no way that the other Shell Hutts would 
let him continue living and operating in their midst. There 
was a line beyond which honor and the desire for 
vengeance interfered with business, and Gheeta was now 
obviously well past it. 

The others were getting there as well; a sense of panic 
tinged the air inside the great reception hall as the Shell 
Hutts' floating cylinders collided with each other, 
reversing away Irom the central dais, then turning and 
perceiving the armed and ready mercenaries stationed 
around the perimeter. Some of the Hutts were obviously 
fuddled enou^ by the heavy opiateMke scent of the 
scattered florals to have bst all reasoning ability. That 
was the main reason that Boba Fett had programmed the 
air filters in his helmet to catch and expun^ those 
intoxicating molecules; more than that, he had paid hefty 
amounts to the galaxy's finest black-market 
nicrosur^ons to have the corresponding receptor sites 
stripped away from the branching ends of his own 
nervous system Whatever stinulation to the pleasure 
centers of his brain that nidit have been lost therebv was 



more than compensated for by the control he retained in 
situations like this; in his business, he couldn't aflbrd the 
sinpleminded hysteria to which the Shell Hutts were 
already succurrbing. From the comers of his vision, as he 
continued focusing on Gheeta at the top of the dais, he 
could discern the repulsor-bome cylinders slamming 
harder into each ot her, the riveted durasteel plates 
clanging like an atonal percussion section; the crablike 
mechanical hands tangled with each other and clawed at 
the wide-eyed, panting laces of the Shell Flutts as they 
twisted and spun about, rebounding in fear from the exits, 
blocked by the blaster-toting mercenaries. Gheeta was 
caught up in a spiraling feedback loop, his own 
overexcited state mounting as it absorbed the fri^ened, 
lunatic pulse from the other Shell Flutts. 

"And you were laughing, too! I know you were!" One of 
the mechanical hands slung beneath his floating cylinder 
suddenly jabbed toward Boba Fett, the metal shimmering 
with the fiiry of his accusation "All the way back to 
whatever hole that scumny architect paid you to hide him 
in-" Gheeta's lipless mouth had stretched into a frenzied 
grimace, lar enou^ that a trickle of blood seeped into 



the milky salivation leaking from its eomers. 'That was a 
good joke, Fett! But the best jokes always come with a 
price attached to them, don't they?" 

"Ancient history," said Boba Fett. Fie could almost feel 
sorry for the Shell Flutt, locked inside an account that he 
could never settle to his profit. Almost, but not quite; 
synpathy was something else that he'd stripped from his 
nervous system, using the scalpel of his own transforming 
wfll "We came here to talk about other merchandise. 
We're here for OphNar Dhmid." 

"Ah, yes!" Gheeta's eyes grew wider and more maniacal 
as the IV tube pulsed like an artificial vein at the wattles 
of his neck. "And the merchandise should always be on 
the table, shouldn't it, before we can start dealing-that's 
how you want thin^, isn't it? Then by all means-" 

The dangling mechanical hands suddenly shot forward 
from beneath Gheeta's encasing shell and seized hold of 
the ed^ of the dais's central platform The remaining 
florals, oozing sap from their broken petals, slid from the 
top surface and landed wetfy across the steps as the thin 
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shape. From the floating eylinder earns a highpitehed 
whine as the repulsor-beam engines strained against the 
additional load. That was followed by the grinding, 
tearing noise of deeorative masonry being ripped apart as 
the rectangular platform came bose Irom the dais and 
tilted toward one side. Gheeta gave a final, convulsive 
push, and the platform tore Ifee and toppled down the 
dais's encircling steps. 

For a moment the panicked motion in the great reception 
hall ebbed; the crash of the platform at the feet of Boba 
Fett and the other bounty hunters had been loud enou^ 
to distract the fleeing Shell Hutts Ifom their attempts at 
escape. At the exits, still blocked by the insignialess 
mercenaries, the floating cylinders turned, their wide- 
laced occupants looking back toward the flgures at the 
center of Ak vaulted space. Plaster dust floated up Ifom 
the wrecka^ of the platform; it now looked like a colfin 
that had been shattered open in a clumsy attempt at 
excavation, the thmplastoid sides forced apart Irom each 
other by the repeated inpact of the steps. In the midst of 
the debris, draped shroudlike by the errbroidered cloth, 
with a single broken-stemmed floral lying on its chest like 



a bad joke, was a humanoid form, enpty eye sockets 
gazing up at the reception hall's distant ceiling. Without 
even looking at the man's lace, Boba Fett knew who it 
was. 

'There's your Oph Nar Dirmid." Gheeta's voice came 
from the top of the dais, gloating at the rubble strewn 
across the floor. "Not such valuable merchandise now, is 
he?" 



From behind Boba Fett, the elder Shell Hutt Nullada 
pushed forward, hard enough to shove Bossk and IG-88 
to one side; the riveted cylinder scraped sparks from the 
unmoving armor of D'harhaa Fett looked over at the 
massive figure hovering next to him and saw that 
Nullada's lace was quivering with rage. The silken lines 
holding up the rolls of lat above the eyes and mouth were 
shimmering like the bowstrings of an ancient projectile 
weapon 

'This is madness!" As Nullada shouted at Gheeta he 
shook one of his mechanical hands, clenched into a 
compact fist. "Vengeance is one thing-we all desire that- 
but now . . ." The old Shell Hutt sputtered with 
incoherent an^r. 'Now you're interfering with business! 

That creature was valuable to us. He was credits ... and 
now he's dead meat." 

"Calm yourself" Gheeta sneered at the other Shell Hutt. " 
'Business' has been taken care of Perhaps not to your 
satislaction, but to mine. And to the satislaction of the 
N arrant-svstem clan whose trade secrets our late euest 



had stolen and was busily selling to us. I have been in 
direct commmication with the unfortunate victims of Oph 
Nar Dirmid's larceny, and I encoura^d them to set a 
price on those trade secrets-not on what it would cost to 
get those secrets back, but on what it would cost to 
make sure that no one else would be privy to them In 
other words, the price of Oph Nar Dhmid's immediate 
death The clan made their calculations, named their 
price, and I accepted on behalf of the Shell Hutts." 

'You... you had no ri^ to do that...." 

'That shows how old and senile you've become." 
Gheeta's sneer turned even more withering. 'You've 
forgotten that there are no li^is, except those that you 
take unto yourself" The mechanical hands rose, claws 
curling into sharp-edged lists. "Our treasury is richer now 
for the dealing that I have done on try own initiative." 

"Idiot!" Thick drops of spittle flew fromNuDada's mouth 
'There's no way that you could have gotten a price Irom 
the Narrant system anywhere close to what the 
information inside Dirmid's head was worth" 



'Perhaps not." Gheeta's hands spread apart in a ^sture 
of unconcern 'But the price I got is paid now, and not 
doled out over some twenty years to come. Credits in 
one's pocket are worth more than the credits that might 
be sprinkled someday over your grave." An ug^ smile 
welled up on his wide lace, like inscribed driftwood 
surfacing in rubbish-clog^d waters. "A grave that I think 
you'll be in sooner than I will be." 

"Silence!" The roar was deafening; it came IfomBossk, 
thrusting himself to the foot of the steps that surrounded 
the dais. One of his clawed hands shoved aside the 
floating cylinder of the elder Shell Hutt Nullada. With his 
other hand, Bossk stepped forward and grabbed the 
front of the sprawled corpse's jacket, sin^d with laser 
fire and stiflF with dried blood. 'Tve heard enough of your 
endless bickering-" He held the lifeless figure of Oph Nar 
Dinnid up in front of himselfj the corpse's feet dangling 
inches above the tessellated floor. 'This is what we came 
here for?" The corpse danced like a looselirrbed puppet 
as Bossk angrily shook it. No answer came from 
Dinnid's slack mouth, the skin of his lace turned as pallid 
and erav as that of the surrounding Hutts. With an 



inarticulate growl, Bossk flung the corpse back down 
into the rubble of the dais's broken platform 'That 
creature's been dead for weeks! I can smell his death on 
him!" Bossk's nostrils flared back, showing his 
involuntary disgust. Just as with Hutts, Trandoshans were 
the type of carnivore that preferred its meat iresh. He 
turned his slit-eyed glare toward Boba Fett. "He was 
dead before we ever lefi the Bounty Hunters Guild. This 
is a fool's errand you've brou^ us on!" The comer of 
one scaly lip curled in a sneer. 'The great Boba Fett, the 
master of bounty hunters, and he didn't even know that 
the merchandise was already worthless." 

Boba Fett had known that that accusation would come 
before long, and he had brie% debated with himself 
about how to answer it. / could say nothing-he was not 
given to explaining his actions and strategies to anyone, 
let alone a crude, rapacious thug like Bossk. Or he could 
lie to Bossk, tell him that he hadn't known, or even 
suspected, that Oph Nar Dinnid had already been killed, 
long before he'd assembled this team of bounty hunters 
to come here to Circumtore. Or... 



"I knew," said Boba Fett quie% "Why wouldn't I? I've 
dealt with these creatures before, and I know how their 
minds work. Especialty"-he ^stured toward Gheeta, still 
floating at the top of the dais-"when what's left of one's 
mind is eaten away with the desire for vengeance." 

"Wait a second." At Fett's other side, Zuckuss stared at 
him, astonishment detectable even throng the curved 
lenses of the smaller bounty hunter's lace mask. 'You 
knew all along? But if you knew that Oph Nar Dinnid 
had already been killed . . . then there was no point in 
coming here...." 

"No point," growled Bossk, "unless Fett wanted to get us 
all killed as well" He tilted his head toward the perimeter 
of the great reception hall The armed mercenaries had 
stepped ferther from the alcoves and exits, herding the 
other Shell Hutts before them "Is that it?" Bossk turned 
his hard gpze back toward Boba Fett. "Maybe you were 
feeling suicidal-maybe you're tired of being a bounty 
hunter-so you decided to take some of us with you. 
That's why you were so willing to hand over our 
weapons and render us defenseless." 



"Don't be an idiot" Fett returned the other's ^ze. 

"Or at least not any more of one than you have to be. 
You may be without weapons-for the time being-but we 
were never without defenses. No one walks naked into 
the midst of creatures like thes e." 

"No one... except somebody who's ready to die." 

Til let you know," said Boba Fett, "when that time 
comes. But ri^ now I have other business to take care 
of" He raised one arm, turning it so that the inside of his 
wrist laced him; between that and his elbow was a relay- 
linked control pad. With the forelin^r of his other gloved 
hand, Fett began punching out a command sequence. 

"Calling up your ship, are you?" Gheeta had caught sight 
of what Boba Fett was doing "Do you realty believe that 
your precious Slave 1 can get out of our landing docks? 
It's sealed down ti^ with tractor beams. And even if it 
could break away, what good would it do you? It's as 
stripped of armaments as your pathetic selves." Boba 
Fett igpored him It was a long series of digits to get past 
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one to initiate the program he desired. That one was 
buried years deep in his memory, but on matters such as 
this, his memory was in&llible. It had to be; in 
circumstances such as this, he wasn't likely to be given 
another chance. 

"Is it a bkifl^ then?" The taunting voice of the Shell Hutt 
came from atop the dais. "How sad ibr you to think I'd 
M for something as sinpleminded as that. If you want 
me to believe that you have some secret plan that will 
save your skins, you'll have to do a lot better than 
punching a few meaningless control buttons." Standing 
next to Boba Fett, Zuckuss fidgeted and gpzed with 
alarm around the great reception hall "Is there a plan?" 
His eyes were like curved mirrors, showing the distorted 
images of the dark-unilbrmed mercenaries. 

'You have one, don't you?" 

One of the other bounty hunters gpve up waiting. With a 
guttural curse in his native Trandoshan tongue, Bossk 
reached down and snatched up a long, jag^d-ended 
piece of the wreckage from the dais's top pkdbrm As 



he lifted it shoiftder-hi^ gripping one end with both his 
clawed fists, a tiny strip of 1 bbodstained cloth fluttered 
permantlike, a serap irom the Dinnid eorpse's tom and 
charred elothing. 'They're not taking me down without a- 


Bossk's words were lost in the sudden roar of an 
explosion. Its Ibrce struck Boba Fett, a sur^ of heat and 
durasteel-hard pressure full against his chest. He 
remained upri^ m the storm, his own wei^ already 
braced a^inst its impaet. The visor of his helmet flashed 
darker for a nicroseeond, to protect his si^t irom the 
blinding glare. Sharp-ed^d pieees of debris struck his 
shoulders, then were swept on by the billows of smoke 
that poured out from where the dais and its surrounding 
steps had been 

As the smoke beg 9 n to thin, restoring visibility to the 
center of the great reception hall, Boba Fett took his 
gloved hand away from the control pad on his opposite 
forearm The command sequence, keyed to the long- 
dormant receptor buried in the hall's foundation, had 
done its job. Perfect^, just as it had been designed and 
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The explosion had cau^ Gheeta unawares-also as Fett 
had expected-and its force had sent the Shell Hutt's 
cylinder turrbling and crashing against one of the hall's 
supporting pillars, hard enou^ to dent one of the riveted 
plates and bend the column, its top wrenching bose from 
the vaulted ceiling above. Gheeta's eyes were dazed, 
bordering on unconsciousness; a rivulet of bbod seeped 
throng the rolls and crevbes of his broad lace from 
where the pharmaceutical IV Ime had been tom out from 
the vein The plastoid tube now lay on the rubblestrewn 
ground like a dead serpent, its single lang weeping drop 
after drop of a clear liquid. 

Some distance behind Boba Fett, the lar^r cylmder 
encasing the elder NuBada sbwty ri^ed itseU^ like a 
planetary oceangoing vessel that had been swanped by a 
tidal wave. The cylmder rolled from side to side as 
NuBada groaned m dizzied confiisbn. The silken lines 
holding up his lace's obscuring rolls of bbbbery tissue 
had aB snapped; his repulsive Hut-tese features, the large 
yeBowed eyes and slavering lipless mouth, appeared and 
disappeared as gravity shifted the gray wattles back and 



forth. 


"What . . . what was ..." A gloved hand rose from the 
tangled, still-smoking rubble directly in front of Boba 
Fett. The explosion had knocked Zuckuss backward, his 
breath mask covered with dust and gray flecks of ash A 
few broken scraps of construction material, the charred 
remains of the dais's top platform, turrbled down his 
chest as he stroked to raise himself up on his elbows. 

"1 can't..." 

Ri^ now Boba Fett couldn't give the Men Zuckuss any 
assistance. The chaos into which the explosion had 
plunged the great reception hall was still at a peak-past 
the settling bilbws of smoke could be heard the cursing 
and shouts of the armed mercenaries as the iri^ened 
Shell Flutts gibbered and collided with each other and 
their floating cylinders pushed toward the 

buildings exits. That wouldn't last long, Fett knew; even 
security guards as ill-trained and poorly paid as these 
would eventually be able to sort things out. Fie stepped 
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gloved hands reached, but Med to catch hold of Fett's 
boot-and strode quickly into the center of the dais's 
smoldering wrecka^. 

As he reached down for the shock-protected container 
of hardened durasteel that he knew would be there, a 
bolt from a laser rifle shot a fraction of an inch to one 
side of Boba Fett's head, then struck and sparked 
a^inst a pillar Mther on Fett quickfy turned, his roiscles 
tensing to dive away from the angle of the following 
shotThere wasn't one. The dark-uniformed mercenary 
that had come sprinting into the hall's center, rifle lifted, 
was felled by a bng section of rubble swung level into his 
gflt. His momentum folded him around the inprovised 
weapon; the mercenary then collapsed onto his lace as 
Bossk's clawed fist struck him with a vertebra-cracking 
blow to the back of the neck. Bossk threw away the 
piece of scrap and scooped up the mercenary's blaster 
rifle. Fett saw a look of flerce deli^ in the Trandoshan's 
eyes as Bossk whipped the rifle around, a level arc of 
bri^t fire cutting throu^ the smoke and across the other 
mercenaries who had been foolish enou^ to move away 
from the security of the perimeter alcoves. That'll hold 



them for a while, thou^t Boba Fett as he tugged at the 
end handle of the tube-shaped container, caught ti^ by 
the rubble collapsed around it. More laser bolts stitched 
the air around him with their burning tracery, he glanced 
over his shoulder and saw Bossk, standing with le^ 
braced wide apart, squeeze the blaster rifle's tri^er stud 
with wild disregqrd ibr the counterfire now coming from 
all directions. lG-88, with the cold rationality typical of 
droids, had grabbed the weapon of another dark- 
uniformed figure, that had been cut nearly in half by one 
of Bossk's initial shots; crouching down behind the 
corpse and a jag^d sheet of bent pkstoid construction 
material, lG-88 carefully aimed and picked off its targets. 

Another si^t had cau^ Boba Fett's eye even as he 
wrapped both hands around the durasteel tube's molded 
grip, braced his boot sole against the singed remnants of 
one of the platforrris side panels, and tug^d harder; as 
he tilted back, arms locked strai^ down to the tube, a 
laser shot sizzled through the exact space in which his 
head had just been The streak of li^ temporarily set his 
helmet visor blind and opaque, so that it was only behind 
his eyelids that Boba Fett could still see the image of 



D'harhan, roused from his silent torpor by the sounds of 
corrbat echoing inside the great reception hall's spaces. 
As the mercenaries' fire streaked past D'harhan like a 
giant spiderweb set aflame, the barrel of the laser 
cannon, inert and silenced, rose upward, as thou^ it 
were the neck and head of some primeval beast, taunted 
to madness by its captors. The optics of the carmoris 
tracking systems pulsed red throu^ the cbuds of hissing 
steam emitted from the apertures of the black metal 
housing; as the reptilelike balancing tail thrashed behind 
him D'harhan's arms spread wide, black-gloved hands 
clawing into themselves, trerrbling with their thwarted 
desire for destructioa A keening, wordless howl 
sounded from deep within the machinery curving into the 
creature's heart. 

The visor of Boba Fett's helmet cleared as he looked 
back down at the container trapped in the dais's 
wreckage. Another tug, putting all of his weight and ibrce 
into it, and the metal tube finally scraped throng the 
debris, shedding flakes of rust. A dot of green li^ 
beside the handle told Fett that the container's seal was 
still intact, the object inside still as primed and ready to 
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With a last dragging rasp of metal agpinst metal, the 
tubular container came free. Boba Fett cau^ himself 
from toppling backward, then cradled the heavy object in 
his arms. As he turned he saw Zuckuss pulling himself 
upright, a few meters away. The disorienting effects of 
the explosion had obviousfy laded from inside the smaller 
bounty hunter's head; Fett could see the enli^enment 
behind the other's insectoid eyes, the sudden 
understanding of all that Zuckuss had been told belbre. 
Surrounded by the nois e and quick glare of laser bolts, 
he even mana^d a sli^ nod of acknowledgment, to 
show that he had just now realized what Boba Fett had 
meant when he had told him those few fragments of the 
deal that had been struck between a bounty hunter and 
an architect. An investment, that pays off later. In a big 
way... 

"Here!" That was Bossk's shout, from a few meters 
away. Another mercenary, braver or stupider than the 
rest, had come charging head down toward the 
Trandoshan, and had actually gotten cbse enough that 



Bossk had taken him out with a single bbw to the chin, 
swinging the butt of the blaster rifle around in an upward 
arc. Another jab of the rifle butt, right between the 
mercenary's eyes, had made sure he'd be no further 
trouble. ''Get busy!" Bossk had reached down and 
grabbed a blaster pistol from the holster slung at the 
Men mercenary's hip, and now tossed it underhand to 
Zuckuss. "We could use a little help!" 

Zuckuss caught the blaster in both hands and 

continued holding it that way as he pressed the trig^r 
stud, sending a wild spray of Are across the reception hall 
as he rolled onto his shoulder, dodging the bolt that dug a 
molten ^sh throu^ the floor where he had been 
kneeling 

The added Are gave Boba Fett enou^ cover that he 
could turn with the durasteel tube in his arms and sprint 
toward D'harhan, still howling in impotent rage at the 
glaring blaster streaks that laced through the reddened 
clouds of steam Before he had taken more than a couple 
of steps away Ifom the dais wreckage, a pair of thin 
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Fett's neck, their crablike claws scrabbling at the visor of 
his helmet. 

Eyes starting from their lat-swaddled sockets, the Shell 
Hutt Gheeta squealed in maddened ra^; bbod webbed 
his broad lace as the force of his encasing cylinder's 
repulsors knocked Boba Fett offbalance. Fett managed 
to remain standing; for a split second he was lifted almost 
clear of the red-spattered floor as Gheeta dra^d him 
upward by the neck. Then he twisted around in the Shell 
Flutfs sharp-edged grasp and swung the length of the 
tubeshaped coiiainer around into the side of Gheeta's 
skulL The impact left a trenchlce dent in the gray, 
wobbling flesh; Gheeta's eyes went unfocused as the 
crablike me chanical hands flopped apart, dropping 
Boba Fett. There wasn't time, as much as Fett might 
have wanted, to finish olf Gheeta. From the other side of 
the great reception hall, beyond the erect, howling figure 
of D'harhan, a volley of blaster fire singed past Fett. With 
the container tucked under one arm, he grabbed the 
bolted seams of Gheeta's floating cylinder, gloved 
fingertips dicing a hold on to the metal Gheeta's dazed 

Rvps rnlbd Rnba Fett shoved the evlinder ahead of 



himself as a shield. A fri^ened scream escaped from the 
Shell Hurt's mouth as the mercenaries' laser bolts stung 
and sparked against the cylinder's curved flank. 

When he reached D'harhan, he shoved Gheeta aside; 
with enou^ ibrce to send him bobbing and twisting into 
the cross fire that filled the center of the reception hal 
The immense form of D'harhan reared above Boba Fert, 
the inert laser cannon shrouded by hissing steam, the 
heavy arms crucified agpinst the glare of the mercenaries' 
rifie fire. Above the carmoris barrel, the optics of 
D'harhan's tracking systems focused upon the helmeted 
figure stepping within range of the tearing hands. 

Boba Fert halted; with one quick motion, he unscrewed 
the end cap of the tube-shaped container. The seal 
hissed, hi^r-pitched than the steam escaping from the 
laser carmoris black metal housing, as air rushed into the 
vacuum lilting the container, Fert slid out a fidly charged 
reactor core. He lifted one end of the core in his hands as 
thou^ he were aiming a rifle, then stepped forward and 
thrust it into the gaping hole of the receptor site in 
D'harhan's chest. 




When they had been aboard the Slave I, D'harhan had 
howled with the pain of an essence-deep violation as 
Boba Fett had drawn out a core just like this one. Now a 
sharp intake of breath sounded inside the throat hidden 
beneath the laser carmoris barrel; D'harhan's back 
arched, his segjnented tail thrashing convulsively across 
the broken rubble around him Every neuron and sinew 
of D'harhan's fiame tensed and sur^d in sync with his 
accelerating pulse as the bounty hunter's list turned inside 
the exposed chest, locking the reactor core into place. 
The pulse of D'harhan's bbod seemed to shatter the 
barrier between flesh and machine as the indicator limits 
along the laser cannon's housing flashed in a microsecond 
Irom yellow to a fiery red. As Boba Fett slammed the 
locking armature into its socket, then spun and dived for 
the floor, the cannon barrel swung down from nearly 
vertical to aiming level The heat from D'harhan's first 
shot scorched Fett's spme and shoulder blades as he 
used the corpse of another dead mercenary to pull 
himself to a safe distance. 


He found the mercenary's blaster rifle and heb it to his 
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one hand, Fett saw another cannon bolt, a hundred times 
wider and more destructive than the other shots cutting 
across the great reception hall's space, enou^ to rip a 
hole throu^ the li^ armor of an Imperial cruiser. And 
more than enou^ to reduce one entire wing of the 
building to charred splinters. Through the rising dust of 
fractured stone, Boba Fett could hear the screams and 
shouts of the Shell Hutts and their hired thugs as one 
pillar and then another toppled into the center of the hall, 
bringing down a section of roof and exposing the dark 
sky of Circumtore. 

D'harhan turned where he stood, segrnented metal tail 
bracing himself against the recoil of the laser cannon 
borne by his shoulders and torso. The cannon's barrel 
rocked back in its housing as another white-hot bolt 
coursed across the hall, scattering a knot of mercenaries. 
The screams of the Shell Hutts actually diminished, their 
panic having increased to the point where all notion of 
escape had been abandoned. Tortoiselike, each one 
drew his head back into the safety of his floating cylinder; 
when the last throat wattle was past the circular metal 
collar at the front of the cylinder, a rina of crescent 



blades irised toward the openings center, sealing off the 
Shell Hutt inside. The blind cylinders bobbed and 
colded with each other, pushed and spun by the blaster 
lire striking their riveted plates. 

A few meters away from Boba Fett, a blaster shot went 
strai^ toward the reception hall's ceiling; a quick glance 
to the side showed him that a shot from one of the 
mercenaries had struck Bossk at one side of his chest, 
knocking the Trandoshan off his feet and sending him 
splayed out on the dais's smoldering rubble. Fett 
swiveled the rifle in his hands and blew away the 
mercenary, a broken corpse even before he hit the floor. 
Another one of the mercenaries had taken command of 
the remaining dark-uniformed figures; Boba Fett could 
see the man at the hall's perimeter, signaling to the others 
and directing their fire. The aim of their blaster rifles 
turned away fromFett, as well as IG-88 and Zuckuss. A 
concentrated volley singed the air past the three bounty 
hunters. Crouching down, Boba Fett turned and saw 
D'harhan standing in the middle of the fusillade, like a 
watchtower braced agqinst the onslau^ of a storm; the 
blaster fire sowed hot sparks across the black metal, as 



thou^ each hit was a li^ining strike seen throng 
illuminated clouds. 

D'harhan managed to get off one more shot of his own 
beibre he was cut down The laser cannon roared, its 
massive bolt ripping open another section of the 
llamescorched walls and scattering one wing of the 
mercenaries. Metal could have stood up to their lire even 
longer, but D'harhan's flesh was weaker than that; the 
torso beneath the laser carmoris housing was now 
wrapped in bloodied rags. His knees sbwly gave way, 
and he toppled forward. The cannon's barrel struck the 
floor as thou^ it had been one of the roof pillars giving 
way, gouging out a meter-bng trench 

He was still alive; Boba Fett coub see the laboring of 
D'harhan's heart and lungs, the rise of the bbodsmeared 
chest forcing itself against the curved mount of the laser- 
caimon housing. The black-gbved hands rose and tore 
feebly at the wounds, as thou^ death were something 
that could be plucked Ifom the tom flesh and exposed 
fragments of breastbone and rib. 
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barrel showed an unblinking red, bri^ through the 
hissing steam All it needed was a hand on the triggering 
mechanism, and the will to lire.... 

Boba Fett threw away the blaster rifle he had taken from 
one of the dead mercenaries. Ducking beneath the fiery 
bolts crisscrossing the reception hall, he stepped behind 
the massive bulk of the Men D'harhan; with his own 
adrenaline-charged strength, he gripped the 
seniconseious figure beneath the arms and half dra^d, 
half lifted him up agpinst the base of a broken pillar. A 
sudden gasp sounded from within the other's body as 
Fett grabbed and yanked loose the thiek neural-feed 
cables that had been connected to D'harhan's spine, the 
hardspliced socket just between his shoulder blades. The 
laser cannon's aiming systems automatical^ went into 
manual override status; Boba Fett erouched behind the 
black metal housing as the barrel swung upward. And 
into firing position. A small screen tucked underneath the 
rear of the housing lit up, with a crosshair grid zeroing in 
on the mercenaries positioned at the lar side of the great 
reception haft The barrel turned sli^tfy as Boba Fetfs 
hand jabbed at the controls, seeking a speeilic target; the 



grid's lines narrowed in and bcked on the one dark- 
uniformed figure who had taken command of the others. 
Long-ran^ thermal sensors in the laser cannon's tracking 
systems ^ve a clear outline of the mercenary behind a 
shield of bent and tom plastoid construction material 
Enough to hide behind... but not enough to protect him 
Fett hit the cannon's firing stud. The weapon's recoil 
trerrbled the black metal housing, its shock traveling all 
the way up his arms and into his own chest. 

The single bolt from the laser cannon took out most of 
the remaining mercenaries. When Boba Fett raised his 
head from behind the housing, he si^ed throu^ the 
clouds of steam, hissing louder now to dissipate the heat 
from the metal The iar side of the hall was gone now; the 
violet-tin^d li^ of Circum-tore's skies was framed by 
twisted structural beams, their ends glowing molten. 
Across the open plaza beyond the reception haD, the 
bodies of the mercenary commander and the ones who 
had died with him were scattered like broken toys. Inside 
the hall the few that were left alive had ceased firing, 
pointing the nuzzles of their weapons up toward the 
ceiling; the brutal efiectiveness of the laser cannon had 



set them to reconsidering their ill-paid devotion to the 
eause for which Gheeta had hired them A couple of the 
mercenaries-the smartest of them, Boba Fett figured- 
made a show of tossing their blaster rifles onto the 
debriscovered floor in front of them, then raising their 
hands above their heads. 

"Cowards! Traitors!" A hysterical cry came from behind 
Boba Fett. With his hands still on the eontrols of the laser 
eannon, he turned his head and saw the repulsorbome 
cylinder of the Shell ffutt Gheeta eome darting forward 
into the center of the reception hall's ruins. "I paid you for 
results," shouted Gheeta, "not for you to run away and 
hide!" The crablike mechanical arms shook in impotent 
fury. 'Get him! Now!" The floating eylinder turned as 
Gheeta jabbed a elaw in Boba Fett's direction. 

"I order you 

Gheeta's words broke off as he saw the laser carmoris 
barrel swiveling toward him His eyes widened in their 
lat-heavy sockets as the indicator limits glowed an even 
bri^ter red, as though they were points of blood 
soueezed out hv Boba Fett's hands tiehtenme on the 



black metal 


"No..." Gheeta moaned in sudden fri^. The crablike 
arms fluttered in front of him as the cylinder started to 
back away. "Don't..." He pulled his head back inside the 
cylinder's collar, which then began to iris shut. But not 
last enou^ Boba Fett pushed Ibrward on the laser 
cannon's housing steam hissed between his gloved 
lingers as he lowered his shoulder and put his wei^ into 
the thrust. Dragging the still-breathing body of D'harhan 
along the weapon's barrel lurched ibrward. The black 
metal nuzzle, shimmering with residual heat, slammed 
into the vacated collar of Gheeta's floating cylinder just as 
the curved blades of the seal mechanism locked down 
tight upon it. 

Boba Fett shifted his wei^, now pushing down upon the 
rear of the laser-cannon housing The barrel angled 
upward, with the Shell Hutt's cylinder attached like a ripe 
gourdfruit. When the barrel had reached its maxinum 
elevation, Fett struck the tiring stud with his list. All eyes 
in the great reception hall-those of the other bounty 
hunters, the mercenaries left alive, even the other Shell 



Hutts who were brave enough to unseal the fronts of their 
cylinders when the lifting had quieted-turned toward the 
tapered metal shape that Ibr a moment stood aloft on the 
black stem of the laser carmoa A few of the observers 
flinehed, but continued watching as the weapon sounded 
its snarling roar, onfy slickly rruffled by the object 
clamped onto the barrel's nuzde. The sound of the laser 
cannon's bolt echoed throng the great reception hall, 
then laded like the last thunder of a storm broken by 
dayli^t. Li^ining had flashed, contained with the 
cylinder cau^t at the end of the carmoris barrel; it had 
burst throu^ the seams of the bolted durasteel plates, 
sending a rain of white-hot rivets arcing across the space 
and landing like s izzlin g hail on the rubble left by the 
battle. When the li^ of the laser-cannon bolt was gone, 
as quickfy as it had flashed into being, the plates of the 
Shell Hutt's cylinder were sin^d around their edges; they 
rattled dulfy against each other as the cylinder contracted 
a^in, the sur^ of energy that had forced it larger now 
only an afterimage burned into the observers' eyes. Boba 
Fett bwered the laser carmoris barrel, and the cylinder 
slid olfthe end of its rruzzle. The cylinder fell to the great 
reception hall's floor with a lifeless clang. Slowly, a red 



pool tormed around i as (Jheeta's liquelied corpse 
seeped throu^ the joins between the plates and out the 
empty rivet holes. 

"Just as well," wheezed another Shell Hurt's voice. The 
elder Nullada floated toward the dead cylinder; it looked 
like a mechanical egg, cracked but not yet peeled of its 
metal shelf The claws of one of Nulkda's crablike arms 
held back the roll of bkibbery tissue over his eyes; with 
the other he prodded the side of what had been Gheeta's 
metal casing. Silently, the cylinder rolled back and forth 
in the red mire. "He had already made more of a 
nuisance of himself than he had any right to." That 
statement, Boba Fert figured, would probably be the 
extent of Gheeta's obituary. Hurts of any variety were not 
given to sentimentality. If the late Gheeta had left any 
estate after having paid oif the N arrant-system liege- 
holder clan and hiring this band of 

mercenaries-thou^ he had probably gotten them lairly 
cheap-the remaining assets would be quickly picked 
apart and swallowed up by the other Shell Hurts. Nullada 
himself would no doubt take the largest bite. At the elder 
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mercenaries had come over and drag^d Oph Nar 
Dinnid's body out from under the wreckage of the central 
dais. "Most distressing," said Nullada, with genuine if 
predacious regret. 'This is what happens when someone 
lets their emotions ^t in the way of business. We could 
have gotten a lot more from those parties with an interest 
in this matter." 

Boba Fett wasn't listening to the old Shell Hurt. With 
Zuckuss and IG-88 watching him, the weapons in their 
hands lowered, he laid D'harhan's body down upon the 
floor. The laser-cannon barrel turned and slowly came to 
rest, its nuzzle scraping throu^ the charred debris. 
D'harhan's black-gloved hands furrbled Ibr the voice box 
clipped to his waist. The rise and M of his chest, pinned 
by the cannon's curved mount, was quick and labored as 
a single fln^rtip punched out a messa^. Kneeling beside 
him, Boba Fett looked at the words gbwing on the box's 
screen. 

1 SHOULD NOT HAVE TRUSTED YOU. 

'That's r^l," said Fett, with a single nod. 'That was your 



mistake." 


you're wrong. The fingertip moved with agonizing 
slowness, it was... rry decision.... 

Fett said nothing He waited for the rest of 

D'harhan's silent words. 

i can stop now... but you... The black-gbved fingertip 
moved Irom letter to letter on the voice box's keypad, 
you still rrust go on.... 

The hand fell away from the box D'harhan's forearm 
struck the ground beside his body. There was no more 
breath or pulse lifting his chest; after a moment Boba Fett 
reached over and switched olF the last of the laser 
cannon's red-lit controls. 

He stood up and turned toward the other bounty hunters. 
"We're done here," said Fett. "Now we can go." 17 

Zuckuss looked up into the old Trandosharis eyes, into 
the black slits of that hard reptilian ^ze. And said. 
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"Good." Cradossk sbwfy nodded as he turned away. "I 
expected that." 

I bet you did, thought Zuckuss. Being back here in the 
private quarters of the Bounty Hunters Guild's leader 
gave him the creeps. This was where Cradossk had 
sucked him into the distasteful Me conspiracy that would 
result in Bossk's death. It struck Zuckuss, not for the first 
time, that these Trandoshans were indeed coldblooded, 
ri^t down to the marrow of their fenestrated bones. The 
only thing that could account for their hot tempers was 
the strength of their carnivorous appetites. That cold 
blood had never been more in evidence than just now, 
when he had told Cradossk the details of what had 
happened on Circuntore. 

'You saw it?" Cradossk had demanded an eyewitness 
verification of his son's death 'You saw him take the 
shot?" 

"Ri^t in the chest," Zuckuss had answered. "He didn't 
get up after that." His own blood had chilled when he 



spotted the little smile on Cradossk's lace. 


'You came straight here?" Cradossk didn't turn around 
to look at him again, but continued idly fiddling with a 
couple of pieces Iromthe bone chairber at the lar end of 
the spacious suite. "As soon as you la nded?" The pieces 
were yellowy white, slender and curved; Zuckuss's own 
ribs twinged in painful sympathy as he recognized what 
they were. 'You didn't talk to anyone else?" The tubes of 
his lace mask's breathing apparatus swung back and 
forth as he shook his head. "No one. Those were your 
orders. When. . . you know. . . when you ^ve me the 
job." 

He was still sony he'd agreed to it. Even thou^ he'd 
come back from Circuntore with his own skin relatively 
intact, if somewhat bruised and battered from the action 
in the Shell Hutts' great reception hall Going abng with 
someone who'd been making arrangements to get his 
own son killed-which was what the whole futile journey 
to acquire an already dead piece of merchandise had 
been about-still turned him somewhat queasy. Maybe 
Boba Fett's ri^ he raised bleakly. Maybe I'm not 
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'Tm glad to see that you can Iblbw orders." Cradossk 
held the rib bone up cbse to his aging eyes. The name of 
the vanquished foe to which it had once bebnged was 
incised abng its length, the marks scratched there by one 
of his own foreclaws. 'Tm inpressed with your . . . 
loyally. And your mtelligence. Both of those attributes 
will stand you m good stead m the difficult times before 
us." He sighed, lowering the memento of past gbries, his 
gaze focusing on some iaroif horizon "How 1 wish that 
ny son had possessed similar qualities. Or to put it 
another way-" He turned his head just enou^ to cast a 
sidelong glance at the younger bounty hunter. "If only 
someone such as yourselfhad been ny oflspring" 

Sure, thou^ Zuckuss. He kept himself from showing 
any other reaction And wind up dead, the first time you 
started feeling paranoid? No thanks. 

"Mark rry words." Cradossk's gnarled claws gripped the 
bone as thou^ it were a club suitable for thrashing 
miscreants. His voice rurrbled lower, matching the heavy 
scowl on his scaly lace. "If the other bounty hunters of 



your generation were as smart as you-and respecttiil of 
their elders' wisdom-then a great deal of trouble could be 
avoided. But they have . . . ideas of their own" He 
spoke the word with loathing. "Just as n^ son did. That's 
why it was so important that he be eliminated, and in a 
way that would not appear to have been from rry 
conniving at that result. This way... to have it happen on 
a world lar from here, and among clever, greedy 
creatures such as the Shell Hutts ... it makes his death 
seem the inevitable consequence of his own stupidity and 
inconpetence. So rruch for his new ideas." Cradossk 
sneered. 'The old ways are the best ways. Especially 
when it comes to killing other creatures." 

'You'd know," rruttered Zuckuss under his breath 

"Did you say something?" Cradossk glanced over at him 

Zuckuss shook his head. "It was a bubble." He pointed 
to the dangling air tubes. "In try gear." 

"Ah" Cradossk resumed his contenplation of his 
longdead eneny’s rib, letting it evoke deep, raising 
thou^ts. 



"It's good to remertber these things. To be wise. More 
than wise; cunning. Because"-he nodded slowly-"there's 
going to be a lot more killing belbre everythin^s 
straitened out around here." 

"What do you mean?" He already knew what the old 
Trandoshan meant, but asked anyway. The creaky old 
carnivore wants to talk, Zuckuss told himsek^ / should let 
him talk. It was only polite, and it didn't cost him 
anything- Besides-other things were going to happen that 
Cradossk probabfy didn't know about. And those things 
took time to get ready. 


He heard a slight noise from the doorway. Glancing over 
his shoulder, he saw Cradossk's majordomo, the Twflek 
that was always sneaking around the place, on his own 
and others' shadowy errands. Ob Fortuna held one of his 
donated forefingers to his lips, signaling Zuckuss to 
remain silent himself From the comer of one large eye, 
Zuckuss boked over at the leader of the Bounty Hunters 
Guild; the old reptilian was still sunk deep in his brooding 
meditations. Zuckuss and the Twi'lek ex changed a quick 
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dark corridors. 

"Now's not the time to start playing stupid." The ancient 
rib cracked in two, with a splintered fegpient in each of 
Cradossk's ti^ly squeezed fists. He looked in angry 
surprise at what he'd just done, then tossed the relic's 
pieces away. He shot a hard-eyed ^ze over his shoulder 
at Zuckuss. "Don't try telling me you're not smart enough 
to know what's going on around here." 

"Wen..." 

"Bossk was onfy the first one. The first that had to be 
eliminated." A bone shard had been left on the back of 
Cradossk's hand, caught underneath one of his rou^- 
edged scales. He extracted it and used it to pick his 
lan^, nodding in grim thought afi the wlfile. 'There wifi be 
others; I've got a list." 

I bet you do, thou^ Zuckuss. 

"Not afi of them young and foolish, either." Cradossk 
examined a stiU-wri^ling iragment of food on the end of 
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work with it. "Some of oldest and most trusted 
advisers . . . bounty hunters that I've known and supped 
blood with for decades ... so to speak . . ."He ruefidly 
shook his head. "I should've anticipated it-but then a^in, 
how could I? I loved these killers." 

"Anticipated what?" Zuckuss knew that as well, but 
figured the question would keep Cradossk going awhile 
longer. By his calculations, the Twi'lek major-domo 
would need a little while lon^r to finish up his 

conspiratorial rounds. 

'Traitors . . . backstabbers ..." Cradossk's voice was a 
low, rruttering growL 'That's what you get in this gala?^ 
for being nice to creatures. Taking them in when they 
were rurmy-nosed Me scaven^rs who wouldn't have 
known how to ^t their claws on a piece of merchandise 
if it'd been given to them with a ribbon tied around it. I 
tau^t most of these Guild merrbers everything there is to 
know about this business." 


"I imagine that's quite a lot. 



'You better believe it," Cradossk said fiercely. 

'There's parts of the bounty-hunter trade that I in vented. 
And if these scum think they can ^t it all away from me . 

. ."He chonped down on the bone toothpick, grinding it 
between his back iangs. 'They'd better think ag^in" 

"What particular scum are you talking about?" 
Cradossk's mention of a list still had Zuckuss worried. 
The old Trandoshan mi^ have gone senile, perhaps 
forgetting just who he was talking to. Just rry luck, 
thou^t Zuckuss glumly, to find rry own name on there. 

'They know who they are. The same as 1 know. Thou^ 
maybe ..." Cradossk gpve another slow nod. "Maybe I 
shouldn't take any chances. Maybe I should just have 
everyone killed. Wipe clean the whole roster of the 
Bounty Hunters Guild. Start fresh..." 

Great, thou^t Zuckuss. He had been warned about this, 
by Boba Fett on the way back from Circuntore. Up in 
the Slave fs cockpit area, Fett had given him another 
insi^ into the way Cradossk's mind worked. The 



Trandoshan had always been paranoid, long beibre he 
had clawed to the top of the Bounty Hunters Guild. 
Arguably, a personality trait like that was what had 
enabled him to do it, or had at least helped. Hard on his 
associates, though, figured Zuckuss. 

'But first," said Cradossk, "we'll ^t rid of the obvious 
targets. The ones who have already announced their 
intentions, to either take over the Guild or split from it 
and set up a new bounty-hunters or^nization of their 
own As if fd ever let that happen" Zuckuss and the 
others returning from Circum-tore had already heard 
about these developments over the Slave fs comm unit. 
The breakaway laction was eager to ^t as marty Guild 
members onto its side as possible-especially the great 
Boba Fett and anyone associated with him Just having 
been on the team Fett had asserrbled for the Oph Nar 
Dinnid job meant that Zuckuss and lG-88 were now 
being heavify courted by the bounty hunters who wanted 
to go out on their own, with an or^nization that wasn't 
controlled by the elders such as Cradossk. Always 
pleasant to be wanted, he supposed-as bng as Cradossk 
and his loyalists didn't ^t the notion that he had switched 



allegiances. 


"All of them?" It would be better, Zuckuss figured, if he 
kept the old Trandoshan brooding about creatures who 
weren't here in his charrber with him "I mean-like you 
said-some of them have been with the Bounty Hunters 
Guild for a long time. Since the beginning; or at least, 
since you took over." 

'Those are the ones fm going to enjoy ^tting rid of" An 
ugly smile showed on Cradossk's lace, as though he 
were already relishing the details of that process. 

'The younger bounty hunters could almost be excused 
for being stupid. They haven't been around long enough 
to know any better. But the others, the veteran bounty 
hunters, who've thrown in their lot with them-they could 
have predicted how fd react to their treachery, their 
assault upon the sanctity of our brotherhood." Zuckuss 
rolled his eyes upward; it was just as well that Cradossk 
couldn't see that reactioa He'd found out that 
brotherhood with carnivores, at least of the Trandoshan 
variety, was a negotiable concept. 



'There's big changes coming," said Cradossk. 


'Everybody who's said that has been r^it-and will 
continue to be so. The Bounty Hunters Gui Id will be 
different from what it was before; this ^laxy belongs to 
Emperor Palpatine now, and we'll just have to deal with 
that. If this breakaway faction had just bided" their time 
and remained loyal to the Guild, they very likefy would 
have gotten everything they want." 

"Except," Zuckuss pointed out, 'Tor ^tting rid of you" 

Cradossk shot him a glance of venomous fury, enou^ to 
push him back a step with its intangible force. 

'Thaf s right," he growled. 'Thaf s the one thing thaf s not 
going to happeu Count on it. The Bounty Hunters Guild 
is going to be a bt smaller than it was belbre-a lot of 
dead wood is going to be cleared away. I admit I 
should've seen it sooner, rryself; that some of the elders 
in the organization have lost their ed^. Well, they'll be 
gone before very rruch longer, whether they made the 
mistake of going with the breakaway laction or whether 
theVre still suckine un to me. There's soina to be a bt of 



blank spaces in the organizational chart; that means room 
for advancement. Room for someone . . . like you." He 
reached over and tapped a claw a^inst Zuckuss's chest, 
r^it below the dangling tubes of the breathing apparatus. 
"A smart, young bounty hunter such as yourself could do 
pretty wel If you play your cards right." 

'Tn... try to do rrybest." 

"Ah, don't worry about it." Cradossk pulled the claw 
back and scratched his scaly chia 'The main thing you 
have to do is-be earefol who you choose to follow, and 
who you choose as your associates. You've made a 
good start by letting yourself become a tool of rry 
intentions. Don't screw it all up by thinking you can also 
be friends with... eertain other parties." 

"Like who?" 

Cradossk didn't answer him for a moment. The old 
Trandoshan's gpze drilled again to some inner point of 
contemplatiou 'You know," he said finally, "as inevitable 
as I suppose this all is, it had to be brou^ to this crisis 
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Hunters Guild might have continued as it was for quite a 
while, Emperor or no Emperor." Zuckuss knew the 
individual to whomhe referred. 'You mean Boba Fett?" 

"Who else?" Cradossk gave a slow nod, as thou^ in 
admiration of that absent other. "It's all because of him 
Everything that has happened, and that is going to 
happen; all the changes, and all the deaths. Well... most 
of them, at any rate. He is the unaccountable lactor that 
has been entered into the equation It makes you wonder 
... what were his real reasons for journeying here." 

"But he told us," said Zuckuss. "When he first arrived. 
Because of all the changes, with the Ehpire and 
everything else-" 

"And you believed him?" Cradossk shook his head. 

'Time for another lesson, child. There is no one you can 
trust-least of all someone who trades in the deaths and 
defeats of others. You can trust Boba Fett now, if you 
wish, but I promise you The day will come when you'll 
regret it." 



A cMl ran throng Zuckuss's spirit, or whatever was left 
of it after having become a bounty hunter. Part of him 
knew that the old Trandoshan had spoken truly, another 
part hoped that the day he had foretold was still a long 
way off 

"Well... 1 better be going" Zuckuss ^stured toward the 
door of the private quarters. 'There's still a lot 1 have to 
take care of" He was pretty sure that the Twi'lek 
majordomo would have had enough time by now to 
contact everyone that needed to be. 'You know . . . 
since coming back from the job ..." 

"Of course." Cradossk bent down and picked up the 
pieces of the shattered rib bone. 'Tve got to learn to 
control rry tenper." Clutching the white splinters in one 
clawed hand, he smiled at Zuckuss. "Or do you think it's 
just too late Ibr that?" 

Zuckuss had stepped back toward the door. 'To be 
truthful..." He reached behind himself and grasped the 
door's edge. "It's too late." 



"I suppose you're ri^." Cradossk boked suddenly 
older, as though weighed down with the burdens of 
leadership. Carrying the broken trophy from his younger 
days, he shuffled toward the entrance of the bone 
charrber, the repository of all his precbus memories. 

"Ifs always too late...." 

The door to the private quarters creaked as Zuckuss 
pulled it iarther open, but he didn't step out to the 
corridor beyond. He stayed where he was so he could 
watch what he knew was about to happea 

Which took place withm seconds Cradossk found his 
way bbcked by his oflspring Bossk. The youn^r 
Traridoshan stood with his arms folded across his chest; 
a wide smile split his lace as he gqzed down into his 
lather’s startled eyes. 

"But..." Cradossk gaped at his son 'You . . . you're 
supposed to be dead...." 

"1 know that was the plan," said Bossk, with feigned 
mildness. "But 1 made some changes to it." Cradossk 



whirled about, boking back toward the private-quarters 
door and Zuckuss. 'You lied!" 

"Not entirely." Zuckuss ^ve a small shrug. "Just the bit 
about him not ^tting up a^in after he was shot." With a 
single ibreclaw, Bossk pointed to the sterile banda^ 
running diagonally across his chest, irom one shoulder 
and under the opposite arm 'It realty hurt," he said, still 
smiling "But it didn't kill me. You should know how hard 
our species is to get rid of And also-whatever doesn't 
destroy one of us just makes us that rruch more pissed 
ofiE" 

A look of panic appeared in Cradossk's yelbwed eyes; 
he took a step backward Irom the figure looming in front 
of him "Now wait a minute...." The bone shards fell on 
the floor as he raised his scaty hands, palms outward. 

"I think you mi^ be making some . . . rash assumptions 
here. . . ." 

One of Bossk's hands shot out, grabbing his lather by the 
throat. "No, I'm not" The smile was gone from his lace. 
On the other side of the nrivate auarters. Zuckuss could 



see the red anger tinging the younger Trandoshan's 
eyes. 'Tm making the same assumption I made a long 
time ago, before I ever left for Circumtore. And you 
know what that is? It's that there isn't room in the Bounty 
Hunters Guild for both you and me." 

"1 ... 1 don't know what you're talking about. . . ." 
Cradossk grabbed the other's wrist, in a fiSile attenpt to 
ease his hold and get another breath into his own lun^. 
'The Guild... the Guild is for all of us...." 

'Tm talking about the same thing you were talking about, 
just now." With his other hand, Bossk pointed a clawed 
thurrb back toward the unlit depths of the bone chanher 
behind him "1 was in there the whole time the two of you 
have been blabbing away. And 1 heard everything you 
said. All that stuff about clearing out the undesirables 
from the Bounty Hunters Guild. And you know what?" 
Bossk ti^ened his hold, his fist at Cradossk's throat 
lifting the older Trandoshanup onto the claws of his toes. 
"1 agree with you about all that. You're absolute^ ri^ 
The Guild is going to be a lot smaller. Real soon'" 
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jjom... aom oe an laioi.... ^_-raaossK mana^a lo 
sunmon up a reserve of courage. 'You can't kill me ... 
and get away with it...." His claws dug deeper into 
Bossk's wrist, enough to let a trickle ofbbod seep down 
his son's forearm 'Tve got.. . connections . . . friends.. 

. ." His voice became weaker and more fragmented as 
the hold at this throat constricted ti^er. "AH the . . . 
council of elders..." 

'Those old fools?" Bossk sneered at his lather. 'Tm 
afraid you're a little behind the times; there have been 
thin^ happening already that you just don't know about. 
Maybe if you didn't waste so many hours in here, 
marbling and fondling your moldy reminders of past 
glories, these thin^ wouldn't have sneaked up on you 
quite so last." Still holding Cradossk upri^ he turned 
and slammed the older reptilian against the table outside 
the bone charrber's entrance; the impact a^inst his spine 
visibly dazed Cradossk. "Some of your old friends, your 
beloved elders, have already seen the li^; they've come 
over to rry side. In tact, some of them have been on rry 
side for quite a while, just waiting for the right moment 
to-shall we say?-force your retirement. One way or 

anntlipr" Thp wnrHino cn mioVi Hifiprpnt frnm 



CU.JV'U.iV'Xa J.1.JW VW/XV4Jl.Jg^ lJ^V/ ±±a,tS^±± *111 I^-^I II. XI.V/J.XJ 

Bossk's usual blunt speech, was a cruel way of toying 
with his lather. 

"Of course, some of the elders weren't so smart; they per 
sisted in their folly. Ri^t up to the end." 

"What ..." Cradossk could barely squeeze any words 
out at alL "What do you mean... ?" 

"Oh, come oa What do you think I mean?" Bossk 
looked disgusted. "Let's just say there are going to be 
some fresh acquisitions in rry Me trophy charrber. The 
skulls of some of your old friends will bok very nice 
mounted on its walls-" 

"Watch out!" Zuckuss shouted a warning to Bossk. As 
Cradossk had Men back agqinst the table one of his 
hands had reached back and grasped an ornate 
ceremonial da^er; the gems errbedded in its hilt flashed 
as he swung his arm around, the pomt of the blade aiming 
strai^ for Bossk's throat. 

There was no way for Bossk to avoid the blade; if he 
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presented a wider target ibr the blade to slash across. 
Instead, he lowered his head, catching the razor-sharp 
edge with the comer of his brow. The inpact of flesh and 
bone against metal was enou^ to knock the weapon out 
of his lather's hand and send it spinning oif into a iar 
comer of the room 

Ta king a hand Ifom his lather's throat, Bossk wiped 
away the blood seeping down through his lace scales and 
into his eyes. "Now that," he said with eerie 
seUpossession, "didn't hurt at all" With a shake of his 
head, he sent bbod spattering across Cradossk's lace, 
as thou^ sealing the bri^ ideogram of a death sentence 
there. 'But 1 promise you-this wfll" From the doorway, 
Zuckuss could hear shouts and blaster Are coming from 
somewhere else m the Guild compound. That didn't 
surprise him; it had been pretty rruch what he'd been 
expecting since the Twi'lek majordomo had gone off to 
notify the others m the breakaway faction 

He turned back toward Cradossk's private quarters and 
watched the rest of what happened in there. For as long 
as he coub. Then he stepped out into the corridor. 



shaking his head. 


Bossk was certainly ri^ about one thing, he had to 
admit. It did take a lot to kill a Trandoshan. The sound of 
the breakaway iactioris weapons was heard even larther 
away. 

Not literally, the news was reported secondhand to 
Kud'ar Mub'at. "Ah," the asseirbler purred, "that is most 
excellent!" Identifier had relayed all the details to him as 
they had come in Ifom the listener nodes errbedded in 
the web's fibrous exterior. "Isn't it pleasant," Kud'ar 
Mub'at asked rhetorical^, "when things go fust the way 
they're supposed to?" It wrapped several sets of its thin, 
chitinous legs around itself in a hug of selfsatisiaction "All 
ny planning and scheming and everything just so. 
Esccellent! Exceedingly excellent!" The assenirler’s 
mJtiple eyes boked around the cbse space of its throne 
room, watching how its own pleasure and excitement 
spread m concentric waves throu^ all the nodes 
connected to the strands of his nervous system Even the 
most developed and relative^ independent of them, like 
Balancesheet, was visibly aglow, with its little claws and 



aracimoia legs SKmermg aroma me rangiea waiis as 
thou^ it were the conplete errbodiment of the 
assembler's good mood. 

Perhaps even a Me too excited; ostentatiously so, it 
seemed to Kud'ar Mub'at. Sometimes he detected a 
certain lalse note to Balancesheefs displays of 
enthusiasm For a simple nurrber-crmching node, Kud'ar 
Mub'at Ibmd himself thinking, that's a bit much He made 
a mental note, one that was carefulfy shielded from the 
synaptic comections that would have let the 
subasserrbler nodes in on it, to reabsorb this 
balancesheet and begin growing a new one. Just as soon 
as this business with Boba Fett and the Bomty Hunters 
Guild was finished ... It didn't seem like that would be 
much longer, from what the identifier node had just told 
Kud'ar Mub'at. Ignoring the jabbering of the nodes 
sumomding itsellj the asserrbler adjusted its soft, 
globular abdomen into a more comfortable position in the 
seU-^nerated nest; when it was done making 
adjustments, it contemplated the news with a calmer, 
more tranquil attitude. No sense ^tting agitated, it 
admonished itselfj over something I knew was going to 
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the galaxy ni^ even collapse upon itself in one dark ball 
of relentless gravity. But until then, Kud'ar Mub'at, or 
some creature veiy rruch like it, would still be trading in 
the felly of other sentient creatures. That was its nature, 
just as it was the nature of those less wise to find 
themselves enmeshed in the traps spun fer them ... 

"Sometimes," raised Kud'ar Mub'at aloud, "they don't 
even know until it's too late. And sometimes they never 
know." 

"Know what?" Balaneesheet, a Me eakner after its initial 
burst of enthusiasm, dangled itself close to the spiky 
mandibles of its parent's lace. "What do you mean?" That 
kind of curiosity on a subasseniiler's part indicated the 
degree of independenee that Kud'ar Mub'at had let 
develop in the node. There hadn't even been a mention of 
nurrbers, and still this tethered olispring wanted to know. 
A sharp paternal feeling twinged inside Kud'ar Mub'at; it 
would be a shame, however necessary, to pluck the 
node's legs one by one and crack its shell to extract the 
recyclable proteins and cellular matter inside. 




Kud'ar Mub'at reached out one thin black leg and 
stroked the ridges ofBalancesheet's small head. 

"Creatures are dying," said Kud'ar Mub'at, "even as we 
speak." That had been the gist of the messa^ transmitted 
throng the web by the listener and identifier team of 
nodes. With the transport engines that had been salva^d 
decades ago and incorporated into the web's external 
structure, Kud'ar Mub'at had slowly brought its drifting 
home-and-body within comrrunication ran^ of the 
Bounty Hunters Guild. It had wanted to be close to 
where the action was happening, the pulling shut of the 
snare he had woven, with no delay in ^tting word sent 
out by an encrypted ti^-beam signal Ifom his contacts 
in the Guild compound. "Of course," it said, "there will be 
other deaths alter these; that's all part of the plan." One 
snare led to another, a universe of entangling strands, as 
thou^ the contents of Kud'ar Mub'at's web had been 
turned inside out and transmogrified into something big 
enough to loop whole planets into its grasp. It spoke 
matter-of lactly, without sympathy or remorse. 'Even the 
ones who think they're on rry side, who believe they are 
still tfee-theyil find out the truth soon enou^ No one 
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Balancesheet folded a couple of its own legs across its 
smaller abdomen. "Not even Boba Fett?" That question 
surprised Kud'ar Mub'at. Not that the answer wasn't 
known to it, but that the question had come from a 
source such as one of his subassenhler nodes. Even 
from a developed one such as Balancesheet; that 
indicated a level of strategic thinking that Kud'ar Mub'at 
hadn't expected. 

'Not even Boba Fett," answered Kud'ar Mub'at slowly. 
It kept a set of eyes on the accountant node, dangling 
from the intricately woven ceiling of the throne space. It 
watched for any expression in the narrow-angled lace, so 
nuch like a miniature version of its own "How could he? 
Escape, that is. For him to do so, he would have to be 
wiser than 1 am" Kud'ar Mub'at peered closer at 
Balancesheet. "Do you realty believe that such a thing is 
possible?" 

The eyes studding Balancesheet's lace were like sets of 
black pearls, darkty shining but revealing no depths 
beyond their surfaces. 'Df course not," said the 



subasseirbler. A chorus of other nodes, bobbing or 
scurrying around the space like the enhodiments of 
Kud'ar Mub'at's own thou^its, echoed the sentiment. 
"No one is even as wise as you are. Not even Enperor 
Palpatine." 

'True," said Kud'ar Mub'at. Thou^ the asserrbler had to 
admit that Palpatine operated on a grander scale. But 
thafs just megalomania, brooded Kud'ar Mub'at. For 
Palpatine to think that he could control the entire ^laxy, 
to lay his cold hand upon the neck of every sentient 
creature on all the worlds ... even those who didn't have 
necks, properly speaking . . . that was madness, sheer 
madness. And worse, in Kud'ar Mub'afs estimation it 
was folly. To become absorbed in the big picture, the 
sweep of history on a cosmic scale, and overlook the 
little details, was to risk the complete and utter ruination 
of one's plans. There were things going on underneath 
Enperor Palpatine's nose that he knew nothing ol; not 
just the hidden errands of the Rebellion and its 
synpathizers, but connections between beings that were 
yet so feint that even it, the wise Kud'ar Mub'at, couldn't 
trace them out. Bits and pieces of rumors, stories of 



long-vanquished Jedi JSJUghts, and its own wordless 
guesses were all that Kud'ar Mub'at had to go on. 
Something to do with the planet Tatooine, and a few 
humans who lived thereon, innocent and unaware of 
exactly how important they were. Or did they know? 
Perhaps one of them had a notion of these secrets, 
perhaps that old man living out in the endless wastes of 
the Dune Sea, that Kud'ar Mub'at had heard of ... 

Gloom permeated the meditations of Kud'ar Mub'at as 
the asserrbler reminded himself of just how rmch still lay 
beyond the strands of his web. Just as well, it 
philosophically decided, that all those things are 
Palpatine's concerns and not nine. True wisdom rested 
in knowing one's linilations. 

"Exactly so," chimed in Bakncesheet. It had picked up its 
parent's thou^ over the spun-silk neural network that 
both connected and housed them 'That shows how wise 
you are. Would Emperor Palpatine ever have thought of 
such a thing?" 

For a moment Kud'ar Mub'at was annoyed that the little 
subasserrbler node had listened in to these private 



raising-it thou^ that it had inhibited the appropriate 
neurons to prevent just such two-way data flow. Then its 
mood soflened. "Now you're the one who's wise," said 
Kud'ar Mub'at aflectionatety. It reached over another 
black, spiky leg and let the accountant node scrantile 
onto its end. 'Til very much regret that day when I'll have 
to-" Kud'ar Mub'at cut olfits words just in time. 

"Have to what?" At the end of Kud'ar Mub'at's leg, the 
accountant node peered back at its pro^nitor. 

"Nothing. Don't worry about it." Kud'ar Mub'at was sure 
that the little node hadn't picked up on that particular 
thou^, the one that had to do with its inevitable-and 
imminent-death "Let me do th e deep thinking." 

"Of course," said Balancesheet. 'T would not have it 
otherwise. The onty reason I asked about Boba Fett..." 

'Yes?" 

"I only asked," continued the subassenbler node, 
'because we would have to anticipate the cost of his 



services to us rising as one of the results of the Bounty 
Hunters Guild being catastrophicalfy disbanded. Since 
there would be a considerable diminishment in the 
nurrber and quality of the competition for such 
operations. That should be iactored into our calculations, 
regarding any further negotiations involving this individual 
Unless of course"-Balancesheet spoke archfy-"we were 
to make other arrangements about Boba Fetf s future...." 
That was a good point; Kud'ar Mub'at realized he should 
have thou^t of it himself Thou^ it was also one of the 
advantages of having a well-devebped, semiindependent 
node like Balancesheet around. Whatever slipped by 
Kud'ar Mub'afs attention would be cau^ by the 
subasserrbler's. 

'Thank you," said Kud'ar Mub'at to the little creature still 
tethered to it. 'Til give it some thou^." 

"Actually," said Balancesheet, '1 have su^estions along 
those lines." 


Deep in the heart of the web Kud'ar Mub'at had spun for 
itsell floating in the cold vacuum between the stars, the 
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own wise and precise calculations, whispered into its ear 
from something outside; something almost separate. 

From the docking port at the ed^ of the compound, 
Boba Fett could hear the shouting and the sound of 
blaster fire. None of it was aimed his way, so he went on 
working, recalibrating and tuning Slave I's weapons 
systems. 

There hadn't been time, after he and the rest of the team 
had lifted olf and rendezvoused with the autonomic 
storage unit in orbit above Circuntore, to ^t everything 
frilly functional once more. Not if he was going to get 
Bossk back to the Bounty Flunters Guild in time to lead 
the breakaway faction's uprising against the elders. As he 
bolted down a recoil brace on one of the ship's exterior 
laser cannons, Fett supposed that old Cradossk was 
akeady dead by now. That was the first thing that Bossk 
had sworn to take care olj once the Trandoshan had fully 
comprehended how his fafher had set him up for ^tting 
killed on the Oph Nar Dirmid job. A few encrypted 
transmissions from Slave 1, as it had journeyed back 
toward the Guild compound, had also arran^d for 



Cradossk's death to be the start of the coup action. 
More blaster fire sounded as Boba Fett's tools 
spotwelded the wiring harness's main trunk connections. 
Slave I's armaments were extensive and not designed for 
easy removal; some of them had circuitry that reached 
ri^t down to the innermost bowels of the ship. Putting all 
of that back toother was a long job, and one that had to 
be done exac% ri^; more than once, Fetfs fife had 
depended on these weapons as much as the ones slung 
across the back of his uniform and iastened to his wrists 
and shins. With his attention thus focused, there was little 
chance of his being distracted by the violent internal 
politics of the Bounty ffunters Guild. Besides, thought 
Boba Fett, fve already done mf part. He touched a 
probe to the bare join, read oif the volta^, then 
withdrew it and let the replicating insulation swarm a thin 
yellow sheath over the wire. Or at least most of it, he 
corrected himself The ship repair would be completed 
soon enou^ but he knew there was still more to be 
taken care of before the job of destroying the Bounty 
Hunters Guild was finished. One great rifl, between the 
old leadership and the upstarts, wasn't enough By his 
calculations, there would be an even split between the 



two groups once the binding agent of Cradossk had been 
removed. Some of the elders, who had always chafed 
under the old Trandoshan's leadership, would throw in 
their lot with the young, inpatient bounty hunters; some 
of the latter, reluctant to accept Bossk's leading the 
breakaway iaction, would side with whatever was left of 
the Guild's elder counci But on both sides, Boba Fett 
would have his ringers and stoolies, feeding him useiii 
information and helping to drive even more wedges of 
suspicion and greed between one bounty hunter and the 
next. There were two lactions now; soon there would be 
dozens. And then, thou^ Fett with a cold lack of 
emotion, i'll be every bounty hunter for hhnself That was 
somethmg he was looldng forward to. He cbsed the 
access panel on the Slave fs curved, glistenmg hui and 
looked up the craft's length. The nuzzle of the laser 
cannon, a newer and sleeker iistrumeii of destruction 
than D'harhan had ever carried, could just be seen as ft 
pointed toward the wash of stars overhead. D'harhan 
was dead, another piece of the past erased as though ft 
had never happened at afe eventually all the past would 
be gone, consumed as if by the annihilating energy at the 
heart of the darkest stars.. 



And that was fine with him as welL 


Boba Fett moved over to another panel, close to the 
ship's anterior maneuvering jets. With the code fimction 
eniiedded in his glove's firgertip, he opened the panel 
and got to work, tracing and reconfiguring the intricate 
circuits. 

The blaster fire Irom the compound continued, like the 
electrical dischar^ of a distant storm 

Someday, Fett si^jposed, the destruction of the Bounty 
Hunters Guild would be nothing but memory. But not his; 
he had no use ibr memory. 

Allremerrbering was invaia ... 
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NOW 


Slip watrhpd him at work Or oottincr roadv tor work 



His kind of work, though Neelah. That was what was 
indicated by the weapons, all the various mechanisms of 
reducing the galaxy's inhabitants to scattered pieces of 
bleeding or charred tissue. Boba Fett had returned from 
the land of the dead, from its gray portal in which he'd 
slept, and was ready to fill his hands agpin with death. 

"Which one's that?" Neelah pointed to the brutally 
efficient-looking object, all matte-black metal and 
errbedded electronics, in Boba Fett's grasp. An empty 
lens at the rear of the weapon's metal glittered in a curve 
of crosshaired glass. "What does it do?" 

"Rocket launcher." Boba Fett didn't look up from his 
painstaking labors. With a tool as delicate as a humanoid 
hair, improvised from one of the medical droids' IV 

syrin^s, he scraped a dried rmcuslike substance, a 
remnant of the weapon's time in the Sarlacc's gut, out of 
its intricate circuits. "And what it does, if you know how 
to work it, is kill a bt of creatures. At once. At a nice 
long distance away." 
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imiiKS. ane leii one comer or ner iruuin iwisung m an 
expression that would have been ugly if there had been 
an audience for it. "But I could figure that much out. 
Don't think you have to patronize me. I was just trying to 
pass a Me time with something like conversation. But I 
guess that's not within your ran^ of skills." 

He made no answer. The motions of the wire-stifif tool 
and its sharpened point were reflected in the visor of his 
helmet as he continued working. 

The warhead of the rocket launcher's missile appeared in 
Neelah's memory as welL She had seen it before, the 
tapered point rising above Fett's shoulder, on a trajectory 
parallel to his spine. Now, Ifom where it lay on top of the 
bounty hunter's crossed legs, it seemed to be aimed at a 
dusty outcropping of the Dune Sea's fiindamental rocks. 
The oppressive suns glazed the landscape with dry, 
shimmering heat, still visible in reversed colors when 
Neelah closed her eyes. Even in the shade of a sloping 
entrance to Boba Fett's underground cache, the hard 
radiation of the desert li^ cracked her dehydrated lips 
and baked her km^ with each fiery breath. 



'You should drink more fluids." The blurry shape of the 
taller medical droid rolled up in Iront of her. 'To replace 
the ones constantly being extracted from your body." A 
jointed appendage held out a canister of water, part of 
the life-support supplies that Boba Fett had hidden here 
sometime after starting his short-lived employment with 
Jabba the Hutt, who hadn't lasted rruch lon^r than the 
job. 'The results, physiologically speaking, could be 
severe otherwise." 

Neelah took the container from SHSl-B and drained it 
in one long swallow, head tossed back and thin rivulets 
leaking down both sides of her throat. She wiped her 
mouth with the back of her hand and set the can down in 
the gravel next to where she sat. SHSl-B trundled over 
to another part of the shade cast by the overhanging jut 
of rock, where it consulted with its shorter, less articulate 
colleague. Another canister stood slowly evaporating 
next to Boba Fett; he hadn't touched it since it had been 
brou^t out to him Redorming his armor, a set that had 
been kept under a coded autodestruct lock to foil any 
thieves who ni^t have sturrbled upon their hiding place, 
had transibrmed trim, from a raw-skinned in valid to the 



mposmg specaiist m death that he had been betore 
felling down the Sarlaec's throat. Sealing the restored 
helmet's ed^ to the uniform's collar had completed the 
apotheosis he didn't drink the water, Neelah realized, 
because he had become a self-conlained unit, sealed 
a^inst the frailties of mortal creatures. Or at least, that 
was the inpression he tried to give. She leaned back 
a^inst the mouth of the cave; the rock's residual heat 
spread across her shoulder blades. The day was dead 
time, a matter of waiting until Dengpr returned from Mos 
Eisley. When he made it back here-if he did, she 
reminded hersek; she knew enou^ of the spaceport's 
notorious reputation to be aware that anything could 
happen in its various dives and back alleys-then further 
plans would be finalized among the three of them All 
depending, of course, upon what Dengar managed to 
find out and arran^ with his various contacts. 


Boba Fett, at least, had something to keep himself busy 
while the rocks' doubled shadows slid farther across the 
sands. After they had escaped from the 
borrbin^hattered remnants of Dengar's subterranean 
hiding place, and the regenerated Sarlacc that had wound 
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had been spent in the chill open, their bodies huddled 
a^inst each other to keep from freezing. Even if there 
had been the means to build a lire, they wouldn't have 
dared, for fear of attracting the attention of some 
nocturnal Tusken raiding party, crossing the Dune Sea on 
bantha mounts, the beasts sniSing out pathways invisible 
even to daylit eyes. When the morning had linalfy come, 
breaking violet across the distant mountains ringing the 
desert, Boba Fett seemed the strongest of the three 
humans, as thou^ in the dark he had absorbed some 
precious segpient of the others' dwindling energies. He 
had led the way, sturrbling at first, but then with greater 
sureness as the landmarks had grown more recognizable. 
Like the other mercenaries and hard types that had 
worked ibr the late Jabba-or at least the smart ones, 
smart enou^ not to trust the wily Hutt-Boba Fett had 
maintained a stash of crucial supplies in the wildemess 
beyond the squat, iron-doored palace. With that many 
schemers and back-stabbers all in one place, including 
Jabba himself^ it had always been a possibility, if not a 
probability, that sooner or later any of the henchmen 
would find himself on the run, scrabbling for survival The 
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anwr, comm ^ar-went a bng way to ensure that his 
surviving would be bought at the price of any pursuers' 
death. 


The bounty hunter's parsimonious streak, thou^ was 
apparent to Neelah as she sat in the cache's opening-it 
had been hollowed out of a sheer rock lace, then 
camoulla^d-and watched Boba Fett reassertirling 
himsek^ piece by piece. None of the weapons or 
components of his battle armor that had been damaged 
by the Sarlacc's digestive secretions was discarded until 
Fett had examined and jud^d it beyond repair. Fie had 
already salva^d most of the personal armaments with 
which Neelah had seen him equipped back at Jabba's 
palace; a small blaster pistol had been reduced in the 
Sarlacc's gut to a fijsed lump of metal, and the propulsive 
charts for some of the lar^r amrrunition had leaked 
away, rendering the shells useless. Those were replaced 
with exact duplicates from the sealed containers that Fett 
had dra^d out from the cache's deep interior. 


Like watching a droid, thou^t Neelah, not for the first 
time. Or some piece of Imperial battle machinery. 



capable of making repairs to itself She had wrapped her 
arms around her knees and continued to watch as the 
human elements of Boba Fett had been progressively 
submerged and hidden beneath the layers of armor and 
weaponry, the hard mechanicals seemingly replacing the 
soft, wounded tissue beneath. The narrow visor of his 
restored helmet took away the last vesti^s of humanity, 
the of eyes like any other man's, cau^ in acid- 
ravaged flesh, its fevered blood seeping through the 
pores.... 

"He's pushing himself past all therapeutic limits." SHSl- 
B's hi^pitched voice lussed Ifom a place just outside 
Neelah's awareness. "Both le-XE and I have tried 
comminicating with him, in an eflbrt to make him aware 
of the necessity for rest. Otherwise, the potential for a 
serious physiological relapse will escalate to a 
lifethreatening status." Neelah glanced over at the medical 
droid that had trundled up next to her. "Realty?" The 
ends of the droid's jointed appenda^s clicked a^inst 
each other, as though imitating a nervous reaction of 
living creatures. 
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"Of course." SHSl-B turned the lenses of its di 
agiiostician optics toward her. 'That is our programmed 
functioa If there was some way to initiate a change in our 
basic desi^ even by means of a complete memory 
wipe, you can be assured that le-XE and I would 
immediately submit to it, no matter now disorieitting it 
mi^t be. Patehing up and mending supposedly sentient 
creatures, who eontinually insist upon placing themselves 
in dan^rous situations, is a tiresome and never-ending 
oceupation" 

'Eternity," chimed in le-XE. The other droid had rolled 
up behind its companioa 'Fatigue." 

"Coneisely put." SHSl-B'shead unit gave a nod. "I expect 
we will be applying sterile bandars and administering 
anesthetics until the teeth of our ^ars are worn to nubs." 

"Deal with it," said Neelah. "As Ibr our Boba Fett"-she 
tilted her head toward the bounty hunter, still working at 
cleaning the rocket launcher's innards-"I wouldn't worry 
about him You took care of what was needed at the 



time. But now ..." Her nod was one of reluctant but 
genuine admiration "Now he's way beyond all your 
medicine." 

'That is a diagnosis to which it is difficult to give 
credence." The medical droid's tone turned hufiy. 'The 
individual being discussed is made of flesh and bone like 
other creatures-" 

"Is he?" Neelah knew that was true, even though, when 
she looked at Boba Fett, she couldn't help but wonder. 

"Of course he is," replied the nettled SHSl-B. "And as 
such, there are limits to his endurance and capabilides." 

'Thaf s where you're wrong." Neelah leaned back a^inst 
the stone of the cache's entrance. She hoped it wouldn't 
be too rmch bnger belbre Dengar returned. For a lot of 
reasons. If the parties responsible for the borrbing raid 
decided to come back and do a more thorough job on 
their targets, she was sure Boba Fett would survive, but 
her own chances would be considerabfy fewer. Fett had 
plans for getting her and Dengar, as well as himsefo oflF 
Tatooine and out to interstellar space, where they would 



be safe for at least a little while. And long enou^ to set 
further plans into motion. The only obstaele lay in ^tting 
the comm equipment that Fett needed. He couldn't go 
into Mos Eisley to bity or steal it, not without raising a 
general alert that he was still alive; that was why Dengar 
had gone into the spaeeport instead. But if he screws up, 
thou^t Neelah, then what? She and Fett would still be 
stuck out here, waiting not for Dengar, but for whatever 
the next attempt to elimi nate them would be. 

In the meantime the medical droid persisted in its 
arguments. "How could I be wrong? I have been 
extensively programmed in the nature of humanoid 
physiology-" 

'Then you're a slow learner." Neelah closed her eyes and 
tilted her head back a^inst a pillow of rock. "When 
you're dealing with someone like Boba Fett, it's not the 
human parts that make the diflerence. It's the other 
parts." 

The droid fell mercifolfy silent. It either knew when it was 
defeated or when further discussion was pointless. He 
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Eisley, then walked the rest of the way into the 
spaeeport. Dengpr figured he'd draw less attention to 
himself that way. And right now creatures noticing him- 
the wrong creatures, at least-was the last thing he 
wanted. 

Beibre heading in, abng one of the old loot trails that led 
to Mos Eisleys back alleys, Dengar uprooted some dead 
scruff brush and hastily camouflaged the swoop with it. 
The stripped-down, one-person repulsorlili vehicle 
belonged to somebody else. Or used to-Big Gizz, the 
leader of one of Tatooine's toughest swoop g^ngs, had 
crashed and burned on this machine. Gizz had been hard 
and mean enou^ to have been one of Jabba the Hutf s 
most valuable employees, but that hadn't been enough to 
keep his leathery hide intact; creatures who worked for 
Jabba just naturally seemed to end up with short life 
expec tancies. If the work itself didn't wind up ^tting 
them killed, then their own violent natures brou^ about 
their lates. Dengpr had never thou^ that the pay scale 
that Jabba offered was worth the risk. Big Gizz had been 
luckier than most; there had been enou^ of him left to 
scrane un and natch back toaether. Whatever he was un 



to these days, he had presumably gotten himself some 
new transportation to do it with. 

The squat, indifierentfy maintained shapes of Mos Eisley 
came slowly into view as Dengpr worked his way down 
the last, loose-graveled hillside. His on-foot progress 
wasn't much sbwer than the swoop had been, crossing 
the Dune Sea from where he had left Neelah and Boba 
Fett. The swoop had been unusable wreckage when 
Den^ had lirst Ibund it, the bent and scattered pieces 
testifying to the way in which Big Gizz had ended that 
particular run Dengar had pieced the vehicle back 
together, even buying and grafting on the bits of the 
repulsor-engine circuitry that were too burned out to be 
made fimctional agpin, then stashed it away near his main 
hiding place in the desert. A bounty hunter's life was one 
in which a working form of transport, no matter how 
banged up and slow, could be the difference between 
cashing in on valuable merchandise or winding up as 
bones being pecked at by the Dune Sea's scaven^rs. 
Tatooine's twin suns were smearing the sky dusky orange 
as Dengpr approached the spaceport's rag^d perimeter. 
Dicing the swoop out from the bonfoing raid's 



afiermath, the turrbled rocks and displaced sand dunes, 
had taken a Me while bnger than he'd expected it to; the 
swoop had been buried nearly two meters deep, and he 
found it only because he'd had the foresi^ to tag it with 
a short-distance location beacon. Just my kick, he had 
thou^t sourly, when he'd finalfy mana^d to drag the 
swoop to the surface and start it up. The forward 
stabilizer bMes had been bent almost double by the 
largest boulder that had crashed onto the minimal vehicle; 
any movement speedier than a relative crawl sent a 
spine-jarring shudder through the frame, quickfy es 
calating to a rolling spin that would have crashed him to 
the g'ound if he hadn't backed off the throttle. The 
swoop's damaged condition had necessitated a more 
circuitous route across the Dune Sea wastes than he 
would have taken otherwise; he mi^ have been able to 
outrun a Tusken Raider's bantha mount, but not a shot 
from one of their ancient but eflective rifles. 

"Looking for anything . . . special?" A hood-shrouded 
figure, with a distinctive crescent-shaped proboscis, 
sidled up to Den^ as soon as he'd made his way 
between the first of the low, featureless buildings. 'There 



are creatures m this distnct... who can accommoaate.. 


. all interests." 

'Yeah, I bet." Deng 3 r brushed past the meddlesome 
creature. "Look, just take a hike, why don't you? 1 know 
ny way around." 

"My apologies." The hem of the creature's rou^loth 
robe swept across the alley dust as it made a small bow. 
"1 mistakenly thought. . . that you were a ... newcomer 
here." 

Den^ kept walking, quickening his strides. That had 
been an unfortunate encounter; he had been hoping to 
make it to the cantina at the center of Mos Eisley without 
being noticed. The spaceport abounded with snitehes 
and informers, creatures who made a living selling out 
others either to the Sipire's seeurily forces or to 
whichever criminals and assorted marginal dealers mi^ 
have a financial interest in someone else's eomin^ and 
goings. That was what had always made Mos Eisley, an 
otherwise dilapidated port on a baekwater planet, one of 
the galaxy's prime hangouts for those practicing the 



bountyhunter trade. If you stuck around long enough, you 
eventual^ heard something that could be turned to profit. 
The downside, as Den^ was well aware, was that it 
was hard to keep one's business a secret around here. A 
couple of whispers in the ri^ ear holes, and you wound 
up becoming someone else's merchandise. Right now he 
wasn't aware of anyone looking for him; he wasn't that 
important. Thou^ that mi^t chan^ all too rapidly, when 
word got out of his being hooked up with Boba Fett. An 
alliance with the galaj^s top bounty hunter brou^ a lot 
of less-than-desirable ba^ge with it other creatures' 
schemes and grudges, all of which they might figure eodd 
be advanced by either going throu^ or eliminating 
anyone as cbse to Fett as Dengar had become. The 
bombing raid had proved that Boba Fett had some 
determined enemies. If those parties found out that a 
minor-rank bounty hunter had made himself usefiil to the 
object of their lurious wrath, they ni^ eliminate the 
individual in question just on ^neral principle. 

Those and other disquieting speculations scurried around 
inside Dengar's skull as he made his way through Mos 
Eisleys less pleasant-and less Ifequented-byways. A 



pack ot Sleek, gMtenng-eyea ^bage rats scumea at las 
approach, diving into their warrens among the alley's 
noisome strata of decaying rubbish, then chattering shrill 
abuse and brandishing their primitive, sharp-edged 
digging tools at his back. The rats, at least, wouldn't 
report his presence in the spaceport to anyone; they kept 
to themselves for the most part, with a supercilious atti 
tude toward larger creatures' aflairs. 

Den^ halted his steps, in order to peer around a 
comer. From this point, he had a clear view of Mos 
Eisleys central open space. He saw nothing more 
ominous than a couple of Inperial stormtroopers on low- 
level security patrol, prodding the mizzles of their blaster 
rifles throu^ an incensed Jawa's merchandise bales. Bits 
of salvage! droids-disconnected liirbs and head units 
with optical sensors still blinking and vocal units moaning 
from the shock of disconnected circuits-bounced out of 
the cart and clattered on the ground as the Jawa shook 
its fist, hidden in the bulky sleeve of its robe, and 
yammered its grievances against the white-hekneted 
figures. 


No one crossinn or idlfrie in the nlaza reearded the 



confrontation with more than mild curiosity, except tor a 
pair of empty-saddled dewbacks tethered nearby, they 
grizzled and snarled, drawing away from the noisy Jawa 
with instinctive aversioa The stomtroopers caused no 
concern tor Dengar, either. He was more worried about 
those who mi^ be on the other side of the law, the 
various scoundrels and sharpies who would be more 
likely to have heard the latest scuttlebutt and be looking 
to profit from it. 

Den^ drew his head back from the buildings comer. 
There was a fine line between being too paranoid and 
being just paranoid enou^ Too paranoid slowed you 
down, but not enou^ got you killed. He'd already 
decided to err, if necessary, on the side of caution 

Keeping close to the buildings crurrbling white walls, 
Den^ Ibund the rear entrance to the cantina. With a 
quick glance over his shoulder, he slid into the lamiliar 
darkness and threaded his way among the 
establishmenf s patrons. A few eyes and other sensory 
or^ns turned in his direction, then swung back to 
discreetly rrurrrured business conversations. 



He rested both elbows on the bar. 'Tm looking ibr 
Codeq Santhananan. He been in lately?" 

The same ugly bartender, iamiliar from all of Dengar's 
previous visits, shook his head. 'That barve got drilled a 
coupla months ago. Ri^t outside the door. I had a pair 
of rehab droids scrubbing the bum mark Ibr two whole 
standard time periods, and it still didn't come out." The 
bartender remembered Dent's usual, a tall water-and- 
isothane, heavy on the water, and set it down in front of 
him The scars on the bartender's lace shifted Ibrmation 
as one eye namowed, peering at Dengar. 

'He owe you credits?" 

Den^ let himself take a sip; he had gotten sen ously 
dehydrated, riding the damaged swoop across the Dune 
Sea. 'He rni^." 

"Well, he owed me," growled the bartender. '1 don't 
appreciate it when rry customers get themselves killed 
and fm the one that gets stifled." He frniously swabbed 
out a glass with a stained towel "Creatures in these parts 



ou^ia think; of somebody besides themselves for a 
chan^." 

Listening to the bartender's complaints wasn't 
accomplishing anything. Dengar drained half the glass and 
pushed it away 'Put it on rry tab." He worked his way 
into the shadow-filled center of the cantina's space, 
gazing around as best he could without making direct eye 
contact with anyone. Some of the more hot-tempered 
cantina habitues were known to take violent ofiense over 
such indiscretions; even if he didn't wind up being the one 
laid out on the danp floor, Dengpr didn't want to draw 
that kind of attention to himself 

"Excuse the lamentable discourtesy"-a hand with 
bifurcate talons tugged at Dengads sleeve-'but I couldn't 
help overhearing...." 

Glancing to his side, Den^ found himself looking into 
the black bead eyes, no more than a couple of 
centimeters in diameter, of a Q'nithian aer-opteryx One 
of the beads swelled lar^r as the creature's other set of 
claws held a magpilying lens on a jeweled handle in front 
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one's business didn't stay secret for veiy bng in the 
cantina, if spoken in anything louder than a whisper. 


"Let's go over to one of the booths," said Den^r. Those 
were for enou^ away from the cantina's crowded main 
area for a measure of privacy. "Come on" The Q'nithian 
flopped alter him on the flattened tips of its shabby gray 
wings, useless for any kind of flight. It struggled into the 
seat on the booth's opposite side, then settled down as 
thou^ wrapped in a feathered cloak. 


"1 heard you mention poor Santhananan's name." The 
taloned hand protruded from under the win^ so that the 
Q'nithian could scratch itself with the magnilying-lens 
handle. "He met a sad demise, fmafiaid." 


'Yeah, I'm sure it was tragic." Dengpr set his arms on the 
table and leaned forward. He wanted to wrap up his 
errand here before the bartender had a chance to 
pressure him into settling his account. "What I want to 
know is, did anybody pick up on his business?" 

The lens shifted to the other beady eye. 'The late 





sanmananan ma vanous emerpnses. me i^ nimians 
voice was a grating squawk. "A creature of many 
interests, some of them even legqL To which of them do 
you refer?" 

"Keep it down You know what I'm talking about." 
Den^ glanced across t he cantina, then turned back to 
the Q'nithian 'The message service he used to run 
That's what I'minterested in" 

"Ah" The Q'nithian made a few thou^itful clacking 
noises with its rudimentary beak. "What great good 
fortune for you. It just so happens that that is an 
enterprise . . . over which I now exercise control" Great 
good fortune-that was one way of putting it. Dengar 
wondered for a moment just how the late Santhananan 
had met his end, and how mich this Q'nithian had had to 
do with it. But that was none of his business. 

"Whatever comrrunication you require," continued the 
Q'nithian, words and voice all mild bland-ness, "I think I 
can assist you with it." 


"I bet you can" Dengar boked hard into the magpiliying 



lens and the mereenary intelli^nce behind it. "Here's the 
deal I need to send a hyperspace messenger pod-" 

"Really?" The feathers above one beady eye rose in 
apparent surprise. 'That's an expensive proposition. I'm 
not saying it can't be done. Just that-since I haven't done 
business with you belbre-it would have to be done on a 
strictly credits-up-front basis." 

Den^ reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small 
pouch. He loosened its drawstring and poured the 
contents out on the table. "Will that do?" Even without 
the magnifying lens, the Q'nithian's eyes grew lar^r. "I 
think"-the bifurcate talons reached out for the Me hoard 
ofhard credits-"we maybe in business here...." 

"Not so last," Dengar grabbed the other creature's thin, 
li^t-boned wrist and pinned it to the tabletop. 

'You get half now, half when I hear that the messa^ 
reached its destination." 

"Very wel" The Q'nithian watched as Deng 3 r divided 
the credits into two piles, one of which went back into 



the pouch, and then inside Dent's jacket agaia 'That's 
a regrettably standard arran^ment. But I can live with 
it." The talons picked up the rest of the credits and drew 
it someplace under the cbak-like win^. "So-what's the 
message you want to send?" 

Den^ hesitated. He'd known how iar he could trust 
Codeq Santhananan-he'd dealt with him befbre-but this 
Q'nithian was an unknown quantity. Still. . . r^it now 
there was no akemative. And if the Q'nithian wanted the 
other half of the payment for his services, there was a 
limit to any double-dealing he mi^ be contemplating. 

"All right." Den^ leaned even larther across the table, 
until he could see himself reflected in the Q'nithian's 
darkly shining eyes. "Just four words." 

"Which are?" 

" 'Boba Fett,' " said Den^, " 'is alive.' " Both of the 
Q'nithian's feathered brows rose. "That's the messa^? 
That's it?" The wings lifted and fell in a rudimentary shrug. 
"Seems to me . . . that you're spending an awful lot of 
credits ... on soite odd kind of hoax." The O'nithian 



studied Den-gar through the lens. 

"Not that anyone is going to believe it, anyway. 
Everybody knows . . . that Boba Fett got eaten by the 
Sarlace. Some of Jabba the Hutt's ex-enpbyees . . . 
eame ri^ here into the cantina... and told all about it." 

"Good for them I hope somebody bought 'ema drink." 

'You appear to be ... a serious person And you're 
paying . . . serious credits." The eye behind the 
magniijing lens blinked. "Are you telling me . . . that the 
renowned Boba Fett is alive?" 

'That's none of your business," said Den^. 'Tm just 
paying you to get the messa^ to where it needs to go." 

"As you wish," replied the Q'nithian "And just where is 
that?" 

'The planet Kuat. I want Kuat ofKuat to receive it." 

"Well, well" The Q'nithian's feathers rustled as he shifted 
position on the seat opposite Den^. "Now, that is 




interesting. What makes you think a ereature as 
important as the CEO of Kuat Drive Yards ... would be 
interested ... in hearing something like that? Whether it's 
true or not." 

"I told you already." Den^ spoke between gritted teeth. 
He was about ready to reach over and crush the 
magnifying lens in his list. 'That's not your business." 

"Ah. But I think ... it is." The beak opened in a crude 
sinulation of a humanoid smile. 'We are something like 
partners now... you and 1. If Boba Fett is alive 

. . . there are others who would be interested in knowing 
that... rather intriguing lact." 

Den^ glared at the Q'nithiaa "When Santhananan ran 
this business, he knew that his customers weren't just 
bluing a messa^ being transmitted. They were also 
buying him keeping his mouth shut." 

'You're not dealing . . . with Santhananan now." The 
bri^t gaze behind the magiiijing lens was unperturbed. 



'You're dealing with me. And backers; I'm not a 
completely independent agent the way Santhananan was 


. but then, that may be why he's dead and I'm not Let's 
just say... that I have certain additional expenses . 

. . that I need to cover." The tip of the lens pointed 
toward Dengar. 'For which you should be gratefiiL" 

'Yeah, I'm gtatefiil, all right." Dengar shook his head in 
disgust That was the problem with doing business in 
Mos Eisley, there were always payofls that had to be 
made, bribes in either the form of credits or information. 
And disre^ding what he was holding back for the on- 
delivery payment for the messa^, he was efleetively 
tapped out of credits. That left only one thing to barter. 
'You want to know why Kuat would be interested? m 
tell you It's because he just made one hell of an efibrt to 
make sure that Boba Fett was dead. Did word of that 
bombing raid out on the Dune Sea reach here?" 


"Of eourse it did," said the Q'nithiau 'The seismic shocks 
had structural beams crackinu ... all over Mos Eislev. 



Really-the Imperial Navy cannot enga^ in a routine 
practice operation such as that. . . and not have sentient 
creatures notice it." 

"It wasn't the Imperial Navy. It was a private operation." 

"Oh? And what proof do you have of that?" Den^ 
reached inside his jacket, past the drawstring pouch with 
the rest of the credits and to the larger, heavier object 
he'd found when digging up the damaged swoop. Back 
there, he'd brushed the sand off the device, a dully 
gleaming sphere that had filled his hand with its wei^ 
and potentiality, and had read the words and serial 
numbers incised upon its thick, armored shel Reading 
those words, and realizing what they meant, had changed 
all his plans in an instant; they were why he was here in 
the Mos Hsley cantina, talking to a messa^ expediter 
like this Q'nithian That hadn't been part of Boba Fett's 
plans for this Me errand into the spaceport. Den^ was 
operating on his own now. He handed the sphere, with 
its two off enter cy lindrical protrusions, to the Q'nithian. 
'Take a bok." The sphere was cradled m the taloned 
hand before the Q'nithian realized what it was. He almost 



dropped it, then his twin claws gripped it desperately 
ti^er and kept it from bouncing on the tabletop. A 
dismayed, wordless squawk sounded from deep within 
the featherwrapped body as he thrust it back toward 
Den^. 

"What's the matter?" Dengar let his own smile turn cruel, 
savoring the other creature's discomfiture. 

"Something Iri^en you?" 

"Are you mad?" The Q'nithian gaped at him without 
benefit of the magnilying lens. "Do you know what this 
is?" 

"Sure," answered Dengqr easity. "It's an atmospheric 
phase-change detonator Ibr an Imperial-class M-12 
sweep borrb. If it's the same as the others fve come 
across, it'd be set to ignite an attached char^ at a 
perceived twenty-millibar difierentiaL" His smile widened. 
"Good thing it's not hooked up to one, huh?" 

'You idiot!" The sphere trerrbled in the Q'nithian's talons. 
'There's still enou^ explosive in this fuse to take out half 



of Mos Eisley! 


'Relax." Deng 3 r took the sphere back from the Q'nithiaa 
"It's cold. Safely inert. Look-" He turned the object so a 
thurrbnail-sized data readout showed. "Do you see those 
three illuminated red LEDs?" 

The Q'nithian shook his head. "No." He raised the 
magniiying lens and peered closer. "I don't see any limits 
at all" 

"Exactly." Den^ set the sphere down between them 

'This one's a dud. These particular detonation devices 
have a lailure rate in the field approaching almost ten 
percent. That's why the Inperial Navy doesn't use them 
anymore; they've upgraded to a more reliable gravity- 
wave system that's integrated into the main explosive's 
casing. It's not removable like this thing. That should've 
been your first clue that it wasn't the Empire doing a 
practice borrbing run out there in the desert." 

"Hmm" The Q'nithian's ruffled feathers smoothed back 
down 'You seem to possess ... an unusual degree of 



expertise in these matters." 

'Tve worked at other things besides bounty hunting." 

"I admire your versatility," said the Q'nithiaa 

'That's a usefiil trait in a sentient ereature." He gin ^rly 
prodded the sphere with the tip of the magiiijiig lens. 
'Til grant you... Ibr the sake of your exposition.. . that 
this is not an Imperial device. But I M to see the 
connection between it and Kuat of Kuat." 

"Check it out." Dengar held the sphere up to the lens. 
"Serial nurrbers. All these devices were manu lactured at 
one armory subcontractor, which has ties to the Kuat 
Drive Yards engineering lacilities on the planet Kuat. The 
devices were nurrbered sequentiall y, in production runs 
of a quarter miffioa All the ones nurrbered bebw the 
twelve-million mark were reserved Ibr KDYs own use, 
for designing and testing the rrunitions storage chanbers 
aboard the heavy cruisers and destroyers that were being 
built for the Imperial fleet." Dengar tapped the tiny 
incised nunber with his fin^rtip. 'This is one of those 

dpvirns Obvinnslv KDY dppided there wrnild be a iKe 



someday for some major borrbing action-the conpany 
didn't get to be the leading shipbuilder for the Empire by 
just underbidding its conpetition, you know. So it held 
some bombs and foses back, after f all the testing on the 
Inperial ships was finished. If this one had gone off like 
the others, nobody would have known who had made 
that bombing run out on the Dune Sea." 

"Interesting." The Q'nithiaris beady ^ze flicked from the 
sphere to Dengafs lace. "Perhaps there is reason to 
believe that Kuat of Kuat wishes Boba Fett dead-if Fett 
is alive at all But that leaves many other questions 
unanswered." 

'They'll have to remain unasked, too. For the time being" 
Den^ leaned back on his side of the booth, tucking the 
metal sphere back inside his jacket. "1 don't have time to 
give you a fiill rundown on everything that's happened out 
there. Some thin^ you're just going to have to take on 
trust," 

'Trust?" The gray feathers rose agqin in a shrug. 




imi ... IS a vanaoie comnocmy, rr^ menu, uute so 
many other thin^. And it has its price." 

"Which I've already paid," said Den^. "With more to 
come into your pocket. If everything goes as planned. 
You can puzzle over the answers to your unasked 
questions later, if you'd rather do that than count your 
credits." 

"Counting mf credits," said the Q'nithian, "is a lavorite 
avocation of mine. But there's one question that I still 
mjst ask now. You wish to inform the rich and powerful 
Kuat of Kuat that, despite all his efforts to the contrary, 
Boba Fett yet lives. When Kuat comes and finds you, as 
he undoubtedly will . . . and as I presume is your 
intention that he should.. . then what?" Dengpr remained 
silent. That's a good question, he thou^ to himself One 
that he'd been working on during the whole long ride 
from the Dune Sea into Mos Eisley. A dan^rous 
question as well, since he was now sneaking around 
behind the back of one of the deadliest individuals in the 
galaxy. If Boba Fett were to find out that he was being 
two-timed-which was what contacting Kuat of Kuat 
amounted to-then Denear's life wasn't worth the smallest 



coin in the pouch inside his jacket. Stfll, nused Dengar, 
I've got to look out for n^elf If not for his own sake, 
then for that of Manaroo as well; he was still betrothed to 
her. His decision to send her away, to keep her at a safe 
distance from this unsavory business into which he had 
Men, was something that still produced mixed feelings in 
his heart. Den^ missed her temhly, as though a living 
part of himself had been excised without the benefit of 
anesthesia, a wound that could never heal But I had to 
do it, Dengar told himself again Getting involved with the 
late of Boba Fett in any way was too dan^rous-and the 
life expectancy of those who had put their trust in him 
was on the short side. Fett's ofler of a partnership 
between the two of them still worried Dengar. Now that 
Boba Fett had just about recovered conpletely from his 
time in the Sarlacc's gutand had gotten nearly all of his 
old strength and skills baek-how long would he have any 
use for another bounty hunter cutting in on his action? 
He's always been a lone operator-the suspicion that that 
hadn't changed for Boba Fett was sharp and nettlesome 
in Dent's mind. Fett could be playing him for a fool, the 
way he had done to others; a lot of those had survived 
only long enou^ to regret trusting a barve like that, and 



then they'd been the merchandise that Boba Fett dealt in 
Or ashes, or even less. 

None of those were fetes that Deng3r wanted for himself 
So it's all a matter, he told himself ag^in, of who sells out 
the other first And as a purchaser, somebody as rieh and 
powerful as Kuat of Kuat had some definite advantages. 
Not 01% in terms of the price that could be paid, but also 
in the protection he could give. It had only been a fluke 
that the borrbing raid hadn't reduced Boba Fett to dust 
and disconnected atoms; the next eflbrt that Kuat made 
would be even more severe. I could ^t the credits, 
thou^ Den^, and there would be nothing that Boba 
Fett could do about it. Because he'd be dead. 

The shining bead eyes of the Q'nithian seemed to have 
read his thoughts. "It's a dangerous ^me you're playing," 
the Q'nithian remarked. 

"I know that." Dengpr slowly nodded his head. "But it's 
the only one fve got." 

There were a few more details to settle, and he and the 

O'nithian tnnk care nf them Denoar knew that Roha Fett 



was planning on getting off Tatooine; that would make it 
difficult, if not inpossible, for Kuat of Kuat to ^t back in 
touch with the sender of the message about Fett's still 
being alive. So the Q'nithian would also act as the 
contact point; that meant he would also ^t a cut of 
whatever payment Kuat made for the necessary 
information of Boba Fett's whereabouts. 

"So when will you be sending off the messenger pod?" 
Den^ worked at securing the iastenings of his gear. 
Even from inside the windowless cantina, he knew that 
ni^t had settled in on the Dune Sea. It would be a long 
cold journey on the exposed saddle of the swoop to get 
back to where he had left Boba Fett and the girl Neelah. 

'The sooner you send it, the better." 

"Don't worry," soothed the Q'nithiaa He folded his 
biforcate talons on top of each other, with the magnifying 
lens laid flat on the table. "It will be on its way to Kuat, 
both the planet and the man himsellj within a matter of 
hours." 
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to make sure that i ^ts there." He stopped inside the 
same arched doorway by which he had entered the 
cantina. The place was packed now; it had taken some 
eflbrt to squeeze his way among the various ofi-planet 
anatomies that frequented this dive. At the side of the 
cantina's central area, the jizz-waller band had set up on 
the little stage they always used; their clattering, wailing 
racket had already added another layer of noise above 
the mingled conversations. Nobody ever actual^ listened 
to the rrusic, but it provided a useful acoustic cover for 
the various business dealings that the cantina's patrons 
wished to keep private. Den^ moved up the short fligh t 
of steps that led to the street level outside. From the 
doorway's arch, he could see across the heads of the 
crowd, all the way back to the booth where he had lefi 
the Q'nithian Even if he hadn't been in shadow, the 
Q'nithian's weak eyesi^ would have ruled out his being 
spotted as he watched and waited. Several minutes 
passed, and he didn't see the Q'nithian get up from the 
booth, and none of the other creatures in the cantina 
joined him there, either. Dengpr figured that was a good 
sign; if the Q'nithian was going to sell him out, stab him in 
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to some other interested party in the cantina, the creature 
would have done so immediately. That way, some bunch 
of thugs could have jumped him before he'd had a 
chance to get out of Mos Eisley then painli% extracted 
the other bounty hunter's location from him 

He was jostled a few times by other creatures entering 
the cantina beibre he linalfy decided that the Q'nithian 
was staying on the up-and-up with him-or at least as 
nuch as he could reasonably expect from one of Mos 
Eisteys shadier denizens. Den^ turned and headed up 
the rest of the steps. A few seconds later he was 
threading his way throng the spaceport's dark alleys. He 
had one more errand to take care of the one on which 
Boba Fett had sent him here-belbre he could return to 
the hills on Mos Eisleys outskirts, where he had left the 
damaged swoop. 

What Den^ hadn't seen was the little creature that 
inched its way down the metal support pillar of the 
booth's table, then started a slow, laborious crawl across 
the cantina's floor. Still no bi^er in diameter than 
Dent's hand, it had been thin as paper when it had 



surreptitious^ emer^d from the cloak of the Q'nithian's 
feathers; by the time the mirrbrane organism had finished 
listening to the conversation between the two lar^r 
creatures in the booth, it had swollen pillowlike, to the 
thickness of a humanoid fin^r joint. 

Its milkily translucent tissues shimmered with the acoustic 
energy stored within as the tiny, rudimentary legs around 
its ed^s helped it slither past the feet of the cantina's 
paying customers. A row of primitive sensory or^ns on 
its top surface gave the rrimbrane just enou^ ability to 
distinguish between light and shadow; it navigated mainly 
by ingrained memory, taking the route it had been tau^ 
between the Q'nithian and the other creatures who were 
waiting for it. 

Hi^ above the mirrbrane's creeping progress, one of the 
Toimika sisters, her lace all avaricious delicacy framed 
between intricate braids, lauded at the joke her 
identical-twin companion had just told her; the punch line 
had something to do with a crude comparison between 
Wookiee mating practices and the sour, pinched laces of 
the Imper ial Navy's top admirals. The gray trail rising 
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hand drew a wavering line in the cantina's rruggy air as 
she took a step backward, too quickfy for the ninforane 
to scurry away from the sharp point of her boot heel It 
cau^ the mirrbrane at one comer of its amorphous 
body, with just enough force to squeeze out the last thing 
it had absorbed while clinging to the underside of the 
booth's table. 

"Did you hear something?" Senni stopped lau^iing and 
looked around herself in puzzlement. 

"I hear a lot of things." Her sister, Brea, smiled and 
leaned closer, drawing deep the smoke the other had just 
exhaled. "All the time..." 

"No-" She frowned and boked down toward the floor, 
slick with spilled drinks and littered with the discarded 
wrappings of small, unmarked packa^s. "I mean from 
down there." She ^ve a shake of her head. "I very 
distinctly heard a little voice, and it said. I'll be checking 
to make sure that it gets there.'" 


'You're imagining things. 



The niirbrane had already crept away, hurrying as best it 
could toward its destination When it reached the booth 
on the iarthest side of the cantina, it didn't need to clirri) 
up to the table. A greasy, black-nailed hand reached 
down and picked it up. 

"Fat little thing, ain't it?" Vol Hamame had once been a 
member of Big Gizzls swoop ^ng. They had had a 
parting of the ways, and not an amicable one. Since then, 
Hamame had found other employment, equalfy criminaL 
But a Me more profitable. In a lot of ways, life had 
improved since he had been able to get away ifom 
Spiker, Gizzls obnoxious second in command. "Looks 
like the Q'nithian seat it over here, all stufied with 
information" 

"What else?" Hamame's partner was equally 
villainouslooking; the mucus-lined pleats of his 
nasopharynx fluttered we% with each breath 'That's 
what these tiling are for." The mirrtirane's tiny legs 
wriggled fiitilefy as Phedroi flipped it onto its glistening 
back. 



"Let's see what it's got for us." 

Only one of the Q'nithian system! s moons had its own 
atmosphere; it was there, on deeply creviced lault lines, 
grinding constant^ against each other from the tidal puU 
of the moon's captor planet, that the thick clusters of the 
mirrbrane creatures grew and rrultiplied like the shelf 
fungi found on arboreal worlds. They lived on acoustic 
energy, absorbing sound vibrations and incorporating 
them layer by layer into their own simple bodies. 
Millennia of seismic shifts and groans were recorded in 
the oldest miirbranes, buried beneath the weight of their 
overlapping ofispring and grown into undulating masses 
big enou^ to wrap around an Imperial cruiser like a 
shining blanket. 

Small, fresh mintiranes had more practical uses. They 
were the perfect eavesdropping device, recording into 
their ^latinous fibers any sounds that struck the tympanic 
cells in which the creatures were sheathed. Being totally 
or^nic, they couldn't be detected by the usual 
antibu^ing sweep devices. 
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bulging center of the nintirane. The stored energy 
converted back into sound. 

"I heard you mention poor Santhananan's name." The 
Q'nithian's iamiliar squawk spoke the words. "He met a 
sad demise, fmafiaid." 

'That's right." Phedroi ^ve a smirking nod. 'You had us 
nurder him for you.'' 

"Shut up," said Hamame. "Let's hear the rest." He 
prodded the mirrbrane again 

'Yeah, I'm sure it was tragic." The nintirane emitted 
Dent's recorded voice. "What I want to know is, did 
anybody pick up on his business?" 

The two thugs listened to all of the deal that had gone 
down between Dengar and the Q'nithian "Now, that's 
interesting" Hamame leaned back on his side of the 
booth 'That Q'nithian is a sneaky type, but he's earned 
his keep with this bit." On the table between him and 
Phedroi, the niniirane was now perfect^ flat, all the 



stored acoustic energy dramed irom its cells, "bo Boba 
Fett's still alive." 

'That's one tough barve." Phedroi gave an admiring 
shake of his head, the coarse and dirty ringlets of his 
beard scraping across his tunic collar. 'You just can't kill 
him If felling down a Sarlacc won't do the trick, then 
what will?" 

Hamame reached inside his jacket and pulled out his 
blaster. He pointed the nuzzle up toward the cantina's 
ceiling. 'This will" 
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It had taken a bng time for him to come into his own To 
receive, to possess all that should have been his from the 
beginning. To be known as the loudest, hardest, most 
feared bounty hunter in the entire ^laxy . . . Bossk 
leaned back in the pilot's chair of the Hound's Tooth, 
savoring the pleasures that came with success. Mingled 
with a simmering an^r that never complete^ ebbed from 
the essence of a Trandoshan; he folded the claws of both 
hands across the scales of his chest and gpzed slit-eyed 



at the stars visible throu^ the viewport. Too long, he 
brooded; too bng a time. If all the creatures on all those 
worlds had had any sense, they would have recognized 
him as the best. The absolute best. Instead-and this 
brou^t the lire inside him to a hotter pitch-he'd had to 
wait until Boba Fett was dead. And that had been rmch 
too long in coning. 

A thread of regret mingled with the other emotions. He 
would have iked to have killed Fett himsellj tom out his 
competitor's throat with one roundhouse sweep of his 
claws. Or to have focused the crosshairs of a blaster 
rifle's sight upon that nar-row-visored helmet, then 
pressed the flring stud and seen Boba Fett's masked 
visage replaced by a quick explosion of blood and bone 
splinters... 

Bossk slowty nodded. Now, that would have been a real 
pleasure. And one that he would have deserved to savor, 
just like the taste of Fetf s blood leaking between his 
lan^, afler having suffered so many humiliations at the 
hands of that sneaking, underhanded barve. 
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were so many things of which he had been cheated in this 
life. The leadership of the Bounty Hunters Guild-that 
should have been his as well Now it could hardly be said 
that the Guild existed at all Granted, a lot of personal 
satislaction had come with killing old Cradossk, his 
lather-that was the sort of thing that really defined the 
relationship between Trandoshan ^nerations-but he 
hadn't gotten rmch material benefit out of the act. Instead 
of becoming the head of a gplaxy-wide organization of 
predators, skimming a cut olf the bounties collected on 
all the hard merchandise changing hands on any inhabited 
world, he'd wound up on his own, a scrabbling 
independent agent like all the other bounty hunters. That 
had all been Boba Fett's doing; the breakup of the 
Bounty Hunters Guild had been a bng time ago, before 
Bossk had learned one of the most important lessons in 
this businessDorit trust your competition Kill them 
That's true wisdom, Bossk assured himself For a lot of 
reasons. There had been other sources of anger, other 
humiliations he had suflered at Boba Fett's hands. They 
had just kept piling up, one after another. When Bossk 
had stood within striking distance of Fett, back when 
Darth Vader had been ervinn the iob to all the best 



bounty hunters in the gala?^, to track down and find Han 
Solo's Millennium Falcon, it had taken all of his 
seUcontrol not to leap over and rip out Fett's throat And 
then that last infuriating maneuver, when Fett had 
outsmarted both him and his partner, Zuckuss, delivering 
the carbonite-eiKased form of Han Sob to Jabba's 
palace ri^ beneath Bossk's outstretched claws-that had 
driven him almost insane with rage. 

So when the word had reached him that Boba Fett was 
dead, dissolved in the digestive secretions of the Sarlacc 
beast, a corrbination of elation and fiustration had welled 
up inside him If the universe was going to be so obliging 
as to just give him that which he'd most fervently longed 
for, he'd just have to accept that as phibsophbalfy as he 
could. The tact that he was now forever fiustrated in 
taking care of the job himsellj of reaping the intense 
pleasure of personally separating Boba Fett from the 
realm of the living-that just showed that the universe 
wasn't really lair and just, after alL But Bossk had set the 
Hound's Tooth at maxirrum speed for the too-familiar 
planet of Tatooine, just to bask in the atmosphere that 
had been the last to fill his enemy's lungs. 



He didn't get that iar, thou^ Tatooine hung like a dusky 
smidge in the aft viewport screen. Before he'd had time 
to set landing coordinates for the Mos Eisley spaceport, 
Bossk had found something just as iamiliar-and even 
more intriguing-in auto-nomic orbit outside Tatooine's 
atmosphere. When he'd first spotted the Slave I in the 
coekpit's forward viewport, and recogpized it as Boba 
Fett's ship, his hands had immediate^ darted to the 
targeting and firing controls of the Hound's blaster 
cannons. The only thing that had kept him from blowing 
Slave I into atoms floating in enpty space was the 
realization that the other ship hadn't trained any of its 
weapons onto his owa That, and remenhering Boba 
Fett was already dead. A simple hailing call had returned 
the information that Slave 1 was enpty, but still under the 
protection of its internal guard circuitry. 

This is too good, Bossk had decided. It was one thing to 
inherit-by delault-the mantle of top bounty hunter in the 
^laxy. But to also sturrble upon the late Boba Fett's 
personal strip, the repository of all his weaponry and 
databases, all the painstaking^ acquired seerets and 
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trade-Bossk couldn't resist an opportunity like that. He 
was smart enou^ to avoid trying to crack Slave I's 
seeurity measures himself Other creatures had gotten 
killed trying to do just that. Boba Fett had wired the ship 
with enou^ traps and self-aiming firepower to wipe out 
a small amy, if it had attempted to enter without the 
appropriate password authorization. But with Fett being 
dead, there was no time pressure about ^tting past the 
ship's circuits; Bossk had the credits and the leisure that 
allowed ibr calling in professioml assistance. 

That was one advantage to being this close to Tatooine; 
services of that kind were exactly the sort available in 
Mos Eisley. If one could aflbrd to pay the price. 

A harsh electronic buzz sounded from the Hound's comm 
unit. Amessa^ had been received; undoubted^, the one 
for which Bossk had been waiting. He pulled himself 
closer to the cockpit's control panel and saw something 
that puzzled him for a moment. 

There were two messages waiting for him 



The first was fi'om Slave I, just as he had expected. The 
other had arrived almost siirultaneously a messen^r 
pod, sent strai^ from the surface ofTatooine; the small, 
seU-propelled device was now sitting in the receptor bay 
of the Hound's Tooth Bossk prodded a few more 
buttons with his foreclaw and got a readout from it. The 
coded messa^ unit was from a Q'nithian message 
expediter down in Mos Eisley with whom Bossk had a 
lon^tanding working arrangement. A business 
relationship the Q'nithian had a general knowled^ of the 
kinds of things that Bossk was interested in Any 
message that the Q'nithian was hired to send across the 
galaxy, that fit those criteria, would ^t routed first to 
Bossk belbre continuing on the rest of its journey. 

Bossk read the destination inlb off the unit. It was 
headed to the distant engineering center of Kuat, to the 
head of Kuat Drive Yards, Kuat of Kuat. Bossk nodded 
to himself as he read the address data. The Q'nithian had 
been correct in figuring that he would want to see this. 
Anything, thou^ Bossk, that's being sent to someone as 
rich and powerful as Kuat is something that fm interested 
in A successfiil bounty hunter always had to have his inlb 
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galaxy's secrets and runaors for the bits that night turn 
out profitable. 

He had already decided, thou^ to read the encoded 
message unit later-after he had taken care of the other 
business, for which he had been waiting so bng. The tip 
of his claw hit the next button on the cockpit's comm 
controls. 

'Tm all finished over here." The recorded voice, dry and 
emotionless, was that of the lead technician for D/Crypt 
Information Services, one of the many semilegitimate 
businesses that abounded in Mos Eisley. 

'The security codes have been sieved out, and you now 
have lull access to the ship designated as Slave 1. After 
you pay me, of course." 

That detail was already taken care of Bossk 

transmitted an account transfer order to Mos Eisleys 
black-market escrow exchange, then fired up the primary 
navigation engines. In the time it would take for him to 



maneuver me nound's loom over to me omer smp, me 
D/Crypt tech would already have received the payment 
confirmation 

"Good thing you didn't keep me waiting." The D/Crypt 
technician was a wizened little humanoid, the top of his 
bald head barely coming up to Bossk's chest. "1 don't 
like to be kept waiting. If you had kept me waiting, I 
would have charged you triple overtime." 

"Don't sweat it." Bossk let the transfer connection, 
between his own Hound and the Slave I, seal shut behind 
him "I would've paid." He glanced around the bleakly 
functional confines of Slave I's cargo hold; the bars of the 
merchandise cages were uncomfortably iamiliar to him 
from the last time he had been aboard the ship. The 
hinges of the main cage's door had been repaired, but still 
showed si^ of the laser bolt that D'harhan had 
unleashed upon them That had been a long time ago, 
when Boba Fett had still been alive and busily en^ged 
upon breaking up the old Bounty Hunters Guild. 
'Everythin^s clear?" 

"As tar as I can determine, it is." With his highpower 



trifocals slid up onto his pink, unsunned brow, the 
D/Crypt tech busily packed up his equipment cases. 

"Whaf s that mean?" 

The tech blinked rryopically at Bossk. "Nothings 
perfect. Not in this galaj^, at least." He gave a shrug with 
his thin shoulders. "Ninety-nine percent, thou^ I can 
guarantee you that rruch. A less than one-percent chance 
that there's any security device aboard this ship that I 
wasn't able to locate and deactivate." 

'Yeah?" Bossk looked back at him sourly. "And what's 
the payoff on the guarantee? Some booby trap takes rry 
head off-you're going to refund rry credits?" 

'Tn put a flower on your grave." The D/Crypt tech 
clicked shut the last of the case latches and straitened 
up. 'If there's enough of you left to put in one." 

When the technieian had boarded his minuscule 
shuttlecrafi, then disconnected it from Slave f and headed 
back down to Tatooine, Bossk turned Irom the transfer 
Dort and drew his blaster from its holster. Even a one- 



percent chance of something going wrong was enou^ to 
make him nervous. Warily, he stepped forward into the 
ship's cargo hold. He doubted if there would be anything 
of value to be found here. Grasping one of the rungs with 
his free hand, he clirrbed up into the cockpit. From the 
forward viewport, Bossk could see his own ship and the 
landing claw tethering it to Slave I. The urge to abandon 
his investi^tion and return to that known safety was 
almost overwhelming; every particle of this craft, 
including the recycled air seeping into his lun^, was 
irrbued with its departed owner's invisible presence. 
Boba Fett mi^ be dead, but the memory of him was still 
intimidating The grip of the blaster sweated in Bossk's 
hand; he half expected to glance over his shoulder and 
see that narrow-visored gaze watching him from the 
hatchway. 

He didn't sit down in the pilof s chair. Instead, he leaned 
over it and punched out a few quick commands on the 
ship's computer. Those were credits well spent, decided 
Bossk, when he saw the file directory appear on the 
screen in front of him The D/Crypt technician had 
cracked and stripped out the password protection; all of 



Boba Fett's secrets lay there exposed, ready for his 
careful examination. 

Some ofthe nervousness drained IfomBossk's spine and 
mjscles. If there had been a trap remaining, he would 
have instinctively expected it to be here, guarding all that 
was most precious to Fett, the essence of his devious 
mind and hard-won experience. Bossk reached out and 
blanked the conputer screen; going through all those files 
would take a long time. He'd have to bring over a mem 
device Irom the Hound's Tooth so he could do a core 
dump and take everything back to his own ship, to be 
sorted out at his leisure. It mi^ take years. But then- 
Bossk smiled to himsell-rve got the time. And Boba Fett 
doesn't. Not anymore. 

The blaster went back into its holster. Bossk turned 
away from the cockpit controls, feeling genuinely relaxed. 
The barve was dead. In a business where sheer survival 
was the bi^st part of winning, Boba Fett had finally 
come up a loser. The warm glow of victory, like a blood- 
rich meal slowly dissolving in his gut, filled Bossk and 
radiated through every fiber of his being. Just outside the 
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that he didn't rementer from his previous time aboard 
Slave I. He saw now that it was cleverfy constructed, the 
hinges concealed and the door's edges the same 
dimensions as the surrounding bulkhead panel; anyone 
who hadn't known of it would have had a hard time 
locating it. When the D/Crypt technician had scoured out 
the security systems, Bossk figured, the door's powered 
lock must have sprung it open Or-Bossk's hand froze on 
the door as he started to pull it open Or maybe this is 
the trap. 

He pulled his hand back, automatical^ reaching Ibr the 
blaster slung at his hip. The space he could see on the 
other side of the door was unlit. But only Ibr a moment 
longer; a quick shot from the blaster fit up everything 
inside. 

The door now dangled loose; Bossk kicked it larther 
open Ij^ from the cockpit spilled past him and throu^ 
the doorway. There was only one object in the enclosed 
space; a featureless, almost cubical shape, it stood nearly 
as tall as Bossk. For a moment he thou^ it was some 
kind of stora^ locker, until he spotted the pair of short. 



stubby le^ upon which it balanced. A droid, an inert- 
screen load shifter; Bossk recognized the variety as one 
used in engineering iacilities and interstellar shipyards. 
The large shape was essentially a shielded container for 
transporting quantities of lethal fissionable materials. This 
droid showed signs of use-its metal sides were dented 
and scraped-but it had obviously been decontaminated; 
the radiation detector that Bossk kept clippe d to his belt 
would have gone ofiF otherwise. None of the droid's 
sensor circuits lit up as Bossk stepped closer to it. The 
sinple electronic brain had been removed as wel Bossk 
wondered why Boba Fett would have bothered to do 
something like that-or why a droid of this dull, 
uninteresting type was even here aboard the Slave I. 

The access hatch on the side of the droid was unlatched; 
Bossk pulled it open, bending his head to see inside. He 
undipped a small electric torch ifomhis belt and shone it 
around the container's interior. Something was wrong 
Bossk could tell that 

immediate^; there was no shielding material lining the 
droid's cargo space. Not rruch room for fissionables, 



either; the mtenor was crowded with vanous pieces ot 
linked equipment. Spy equipment; discreet surveillance 
^ar was a lamiliar category in the bounty-hunter trade. 
Some of the stuff inside the droid was pretty 
sophisticated; Bossk recoghized a M array of optical 
ard auditory pickups, wired to micropinhole elements 
studding the droid's battered carcass. 

Or supposed^ battered. Working from a hunch, Bossk 
scraped a claw across the droid's exterior rust streaks; 
the orangish-red color came ri^ off This was laked, 
decided Bossk. Somebody had worked on this droid to 
make it look decrepit and lulling apart. 

He spotted another lake. Wiring from a remote-signal 
receiver led to a tiny radiation emitter mounted at the 
edge of the droid's cargo hatch. An old trick when the 
emitter was activated-at a distance, with somebody's 
thuirb on a transmitter button-there would be just enou^ 
radiation to trig^r the alarms on any detection devices 
nearby. That would usually be enough to ^t even 
hardcore scaven^rs like the Jawas to abandon the 
machinery, Ibr fear of contamination 



Bossk poked around some more, inside the deactivated 
droid. If Boba Fett had been doing the same a while 
back-maybe before he'd gone down to Tatooine and 
hired on at Jabba the Hutt's palace-he must have been 
interrupted before he'd gotten very lar. Most of the seals 
were still in place on the various bits of enclosed gear. 
When Bossk snapped one and peeled it off a circuit 
module, he made an interesting discovery the corporate 
errblem of Kuat Drive Yards was errbossed on the 
silvery metal ribbon dan gling in his hands. 

There's a coincidence, rrused Bossk. He knew it was 
more than that. The messen^r pod that the Q'nithian in 
Mos Eisley had routed his way had an intended 
destination at the planet Kuat, the headquarters of Kuat 
Drive Yards; it was supposed to go right into Kuat of 
Kuaf s hands. Bossk's mercenary instincts were aroused 
by these overlapping signs of interest on the part of one 
of the galaxy's richest and most powerful creatures. The 
big question ri^t now was what Kuat had been using this 
pseudo-dilapidated droid to spy on Bossk poked some 
more in the droid's innards and found at last what he was 
looking for, what he had known would be there. He 



pulled his head baek out of the droid's hollow spaee, 
holding in one hand the rmltitrack recording unit that had 
been eonneeted to the various sensors. That rrust have 
been what Boba Fett had been boking for as well, 
before he'd been called away, leaving this investigation 
unfinished. The only other object in the concealed 
charrber was a tripod-mounted holographb playback 
unit with a full assortment of auto-adaptive conneetors 
and data channels. Bossk sorted throu^ the conneetors 
until he found the one that matched up with the reeorder. 
Both units lit up; after a few seconds of format scanning, 
a miniaturizBd, fuz^-ed^d landscape formed in front of 
Bossk. 

Someplaee on Tatooine; Bossk coub tell that much just 
from the quality of li^ the mingled shadows that eame 
with the planet's twin suns. Bossk leaned in cbser to the 
hob ima^, trying to make out the details. It looked like 
one of those miserable, dreary moisture iarms that eked 
out a low-profit existence on the edges of the Dune Sea. 

Parallel fines from the segmented treads of a ground 
transport were errbedded m the gravelly terraia Even at 
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dated from at least a day before the recording had been 
made; the tracks were blurred by windbbwn sand. He 
figured they were from the sandcrawler of the Jawas who 
had dumped ofiF this droid when they had been tricked 
into believing that it was contaminated with lethal 
radiation Probably some larther distance away from the 
moisture larm so its autonomic spy circuits could kick in 
and it could find a surreptitious vantage point by which it 
could observe and record whatever happened. 

And whatever happened hadn't been good. Bossk could 
see ugly black smoke rising to the top of the hob image 
as the shot's point of view moved m cbser. The spy 
circuits m the droid must have felt it was all r^it to come 
out m the open-smce every creature at the moisture larm 
was obviously dead. With clinical detachment, Bossk 
studied the charred, skeletal remains strewn m front of 
what was left of the form's low, rounded structures. 
Looks like a standard stormtrooper hit, he judged. All 
the markings, unsubtle even by Bossk's standards, were 
there. The Bnpire's white-uniformed killers always left a 
clear signature on their grisfy work, to intimidate anyone 
who sturrbled upon it later. 



The silence of the recorded image was broken by the 
rising whir of a speeder approaching from somewhere in 
the distaiKe. For a moment the image's point of view 
tilted and bounced; obviousfy, the spying droid had 
scrarrbled back to someplace in the surrounding dunes 
where it wouldn't have been spotted. 

The shot steadied at long distance, then zoomed ibrward 
as the spy circuits switched to a powerful telephoto lens. 
That enabled Bossk to recogpize at least the figure that 
had scrarrbled out of the speeder when it had come to a 
bobbing halt. That's Luke Skywaker, he thou^; there 
was no mistaking that youthful human face and tousled 
blond hair. 

He leaned cbser to the image, suddenly fascinated by it. 
This rrust be the stortntrooper raid-Bossk slowly 
nodded. On that moistirre farm, where Skywaker grew 
up. He knew more about it than most creatures in the 
galaxy did; in a spaceport watering hole coirsiderably 
grungier and more disreputable than even the Mos Eisley 
cairtina, B6ssk had bou^t diirks for and pried 



mionmuon oui oi a iwiitmng numan wrecK, a lormer 
stomtrooper cashiered from the Imperial Navy ibr 
various psychological problems. Guil, Bossk had 
supposed at the time; it wasn't an emotion he'd ever 
personally experienced. The ex-stormtrooper hadn't 
been involved in any action on Tatooine, but had heard 
gristybits and pieces from some of his barracks mates. In 
typical bounty-hunter lashion, Bossk had filed away the 
data-and the Luke Skywaker connection-inside his 
head, against the day when it ni^ prove useftiL Now he 
wondered if that time night have come at last. 

Bossk drew back from the floating image, watching as 
the image of Skywaker discovered the charred skeletons 
of the aunt and uncle who had raised him from childhood. 
He knew how rruch ti^er those bonds of sentiment 
were Ibr other species. He also knew about Luke 
Skywaker's ties to the Rebel Alliance; rumors and 
stories had already spread throughout the galaxy, along 
with ID hobs and other tracking data. This mere 
youngster, from an obscure backwater planet, had 
somehow become 

overwhelninslv important to Dnperor Pabatine and- 



perhaps even more so-to Lord Vader, the Enpire's 
bkek-gloved fist Vader's creatures, his personal legions 
of spies and informers, were still scouring all the inhabited 
worlds for leads on Skywaker. Why, thou^ was still a 
carefully guarded secret. 

The deactivated droid and its contents were now even 
more intriguing to Bossk. It mi^ not provide 
Skywaker's current location-which would've been worth 
credits; Vader would pay for that kind of data-but there 
ni^t be some kind of clue as to just why both the 
Emperor and the Dark Lord of the Sith were so 
interested in him And to a smart barve Ike Bossk, that 
could be worth even more. 

Others mi^ pay even more than Vader or Palpatine. 
Bossk milled over the possibilities. After all, the droid 
with its careft% concealed surveillance equipment had all 
the appearances of having been put toother by Kuat 
Drive Yards. Why would Kuat of Kuat have been 
interested in Skywaker? That would be something worth 
finding out as well 
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jii ironi oi rsossK, me noiograpme nm^ iroze, mving 
reached the end of the recording. The black smoke from 
the stomtroopers' raid on the moisture iarm hung 
motionless in the small segjnent of the past, like the 
scrawled errblem of the dark forces that controlled the 
universe.... 

Part of Bossk's brain, the most evolved and cautious 
part, told him that this was nothing with which he should 
get involved. The closer one got to those circles of 
intrigue and deceit, with Darth Vader at their center, the 
closer drew one's own death Look at what happened to 
Boba Fett, he reminded himself Fett night have suflered 
his final, terminal defeat because of Luke Skywaker, but 
he wouldn't have even been there on Jabba's sail barge, 
up above the Great Pit of Carkoon, if it hadn't been for 
Vadefs endless manipulations of other sentient creatures. 

Ihe caution s voiced inside Bossk's head fell silent, 
consumed by the other, hungrier elements that made up a 
Trandoshan's nature. Boba Fett had died because he 
was a fool; his death proved that he was a fooL That was 
all the logic that Bossk needed. He's dead and fmalive- 
that also proved he was smarter than Fett had ever been. 



So what was there to be afraid of? 


It's this ship, Bossk thou^. / can't get any work done 
here. He'd have a better chance of figuring out what the 
holographic recording meant if he took it back over to 
the Hound's Tooth and puzzled over it. The holographic 
image blinked out of existence as he reached inside the 
droid's cargo space and started disconnecting the 
circuits. 

One of the data leads surprised him It was hooked up to 
an ollactory sensor on the droid's exterior. He could 
understand wanting to get a hi^-resolution visual and 
auditory record of the event, but why collect scent 
molecules in the air? Corpses and stormtroopers smelled 
like death, if anything 

The data cable was routed to an anatyzer unit rather than 
the recording device. The small readout panel on its 
angled top showed that it was set to detect organic 
anomalies, anything of a biological nature that shouldn't 
have been at the scene that the droid had spied upon 
Bossk pulled out the analyzer and peered cbser at the 



screen, ii nau piCKeu up someming irom uie recording; 
nuirbers and syrrbols flickered by as the device sorted 
out the possibilities. 

Alter a moment the nurtbers slowed, then turned to 
letters, then words, pheromones detected. Another 
second passed before the rest appeared, subtype sexual, 
gender male. Then the last species match-lal-leen. The 
words remained until Bossk blanked the screen with a 
press of his clawed thunii. 

That was even more interesting. Bossk nodded slowly to 
himself^ the analyzer device resting silent in his hands. 
Falleens didn't serve in the Imperial stormtroopers; the 
whole species was too congenitally arrogant to submit to 
military discipline. They were fearsome enemies, but 
strict^ solo lighters. And schemers, given to intrigues 
matched only by those of Emperor Palpatine himself 

And there was one Falleen in particular, who had risen 
almost to the top in Palpatine's court. Prince Xizor had 
been perhaps the only one there who could ^t away 
with delving Lord Vadefs commands, and Xizor was 
dead now. There had been even more to Xizor's 



defiance than the Bnperor had been aware oi^ though 
rumors told of Vader having suspected the truth. That 
Prince Xizor had been in feet the secret head of the 
iniamous Black Sun, the criminal organization that 
spanned the galaxy, an enpire in its own ri^. 

Speculations raced inside Bossk's skuL Had Prince 
Xizor also been there on Tatooine when Vader's 
storrrtroopers had raided the moisture iarm at the edge 
of the Dune Sea? When Luke Skywaker's aunt and 
uncle had been killed? That was what the olfactory 
record in the droid's spy circuits would indicate. But it 
didn't tell why Xizor would have been there-or why Kuat 
of Kuat would have planted a surveillance system that 
would detect the evidence of Xizofs involvement. Or 
how Boba Fett had come to possess the spy recording. 


That many questions without answers made Bossk's 
head hurt, as thou^ it rni^ explode from the pressure 
building withia This is going to take some time, he 
thou^t grimly, to figure out. He extracted the rest of the 
recording devices from the droid, stacked the metal 



Doxes up m ms nanus, anu lumeu oacK lowaru me seerei 
chanter's doorway. 

Back aboard the Hound's Tooth, Bossk set the spy 
devices down beside a comer of the cockpit's main 
control panel His head ached, the scales of his brow 
almost visibfy flexing from the pounding of his thoughts. 
He decided it would be better if he waited awhile-maybe 
even slept a bit, in the bwered respiration and nearly 
stilled heartbeat mode of the coldblooded 

Trandoshans-belbre tackling the rrysteries of the 
recorded hit on the moisture larm Go at it fresh, Bossk 
told himself 

In the meantime there was the other matter to check out, 
the eiKoded messa^ unit that the Q'nithian down in Mos 
Eisley had routed his way. Bossk was already wondering 
if there might be some connection between it and what he 
had just discovered aboard Boba Fett's Slave I ship. The 
name of Kuat was popping up in a suspicious nurrber of 
connections ri^ now-the encoded messa^ unit was 
addressed to Kuat of Kuat, and the deactivated spy 
droid was an obvious Kuat Drive Yards construction. He 



sat down at the cockpit controls of his own Hound's 
Tooth and pulled the encoded messa^ unit over to 
himself The Q'nithian had provided him with a simple 
bypass key and decryption protocol, with which he'd be 
able to read the enclosed information, then seal up the 
message unit and send it on its way without the eventual 
recipient being able to tell that-its security had been 
breached. 

Bossk extracted a single slip of paper from the unit. 
That's it? he thought, feeling sli^ly disappointed. When 
this rmch attenpted secrecy was involved, there were 
usually items of obvious significance to be found-entire 
hnperial code manuals, battle plans, that sort of thing As 
he turned the slip over he couldn't imagine that he'd find 
anything inportant on it.... 

A moment later Bossk came to; he found himself lying on 
the floor, a befuddled consciousness slowly seeping back 
into his brain The pilot's chair was tilted backward, from 
where he had toppled from it. 

With trerrbling claws, he plucked the slip of paper from 
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same four words were still there. Words that chan^d 
everything, that turned the universe inside out, expelling 
Bossk from its bri^ centerBOBAFETT IS ALIVE. He 
couldn't believe it. But at the same time ... he knew it 
was true. 

It was always true. 

20 

'There they are." Phedroi used the rruzzle of his blaster 
rifle to point over the top of the dune. "We could 
probably take 'em all out, li^ now." Beside trim, lying 
belly-down in the sand, Hamame shook his head. "Naw- 
" His rifle lay parallel to his partner's, aimed toward the 
three distant figures. Five, if the two medical droids were 
counted. 'They're worth more alive than dead. Or at 
least Boba Fett is." 

"Are you kidding?" Phedroi boked over at him in 
amazement. 'You're going to try and take Boba Fett 
alive? That's cra^. The barve's too dan^rous for that. 
Why push our bck? We should just be glad to ^t the 
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Heat radiated up from the dune, though Tatooine's suns 
had set long ago. But it was more than the temperature 
diSerential between the ground and the starswept night 
that kept both men sweating. One thing, Hamame knew 
now, to have Iblbwed the other bounty hunter Dengar all 
the way fromMos Hsley to here, keeping a safe distanee 
so they wouldn't be detected; it was something entirely 
diSerent to have ditched their swoops and crept within 
firing distance of a tou^ customer like this. There was a 
history of bad thin^ happening to crea tures who thou^ 
they had the drop on Boba Fett. Hamame kept watching 
what was going on at the mouth of the tunnel slanting 
beneath a low crest of hills. 

'There's Dengpr to take care of as well," he said, voice 
barely more than a whisper. 'Plus there's some female 
there-I suppose you want to olfher, too." 

"Well, sure." That was how Phedrofs mind worked. It 
probably seemed obvious enough to him Dengpr had 
never had much of a reputation, but if he and this woman 
were hanging around with Boba Fett, it would be better 



to err on the side of caution. And he didn't know of any 
safer way of handling thin^, other than just wiping out 
everyone as bng as there was the chance to do so. "Isn't 
that what you were planning on doing?" 

"Not until I've had a chance to find out some more." 
Hamame nodded toward Fett and his companions. 
"Dengar picked up a subli^ relay modulator back in 
Mos Eisley, that's what Fett's working on right now, 
getting it sync'd in with his comm equipment. So, 
obviously, he's going to be making some kind of contact 
just outside the planet's atmosphere. The question is, 
who with?" 

"How should I know?" 

"Exactly," said Hamame. 'You don't know. And you're 
going to off Boba Fett without discovering who it is he 
wants to talk to? Maybe there's someone out there that 
wants to keep him alive, would pay big credits if we had 
him and didn't 


him 



Phedroi thought it over. 1 suppose that eould be the 
case." 

'Yeah, well, you suppose and I know." Hamame 
squinted at the seene in question, lit by Dengpr holding up 
a small portable worklight. His and the female's shadows 
stretched away and merged with the surrounding 
darkness as they watched Boba Fett applying the sizzling 
point of a miniature toreh to exposed eircuitry. 'There's a 
lot more going on here than what it looks like. I can tell 
that ri^t down in mf gut." 

'Tm ^tting a bad feeling about this. ..." Phedroi shook 
his head. "Maybe we should go back and get some more 
people in on this action You know, like safety in 
nurrbers." If he could have arranged ibr a whole Imperial 
battalion to help them out, his nervousness would have 
been only sli^ly diminished. '1 mean, especially if we're 
going to take on Boba Fett..." 

"What, and w ind up splitting the profits with every 
scrabbling little thief in Mos Eisley?" Hamame looked 
over at him in disgust. "Look. From what we can ^t Ibr 




tsoDa f en-irom someDoay-we u oe aoie lo renre irom 
this game. One big score, and we're golden" 

Of course, he had laid that kind of talk before on his 
partner. That was how they had both wound up on a 
forsaken dump of a planet like Tatooine. But this time, 
vowed Hamame, it'll be diSerent. They just had to see it 
through. 

"All right." Phedroi looked abng his blaster rifle's barrel 
at the other figures in the night, then back to his partner. 
"So just what is it you're going to do?'J 

Hamame stood up, his boots dicing into the sbpe of the 
dune. "Simple." He smiled as he sbng his blaster rifle's 
leather strap across his shoulder. 'Tm going to go down 
there and talk to them" 

'That does it," muttered Phedroi abud as he watched his 
partner go striding toward the distant pool of light. 

'This is definite^ the hardest merchandise you've ever 
gotten me mixed up with" 
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Is that thing ready to go?" Neelah pointed to the eomm 
unit on the pebble-strewn ground, its interior filled with 
the hard shadows cast by the workli^ in Dent's 
upraised hand. 

"It has to run throu^ its logic checks," said Boba Fett, 
'before it can sync up with the database of transmission 
codes." He set down the handheld servodriver he had 
been using, then picked up a circuit probe; he tapped its 
point a^inst the side of his helmet. "We were real kicky- 
none of the onboard memoiy in here got corrupted, in 
spite of all the banging around it's gone throu^ If I'd had 
to build the comm protocols up Ifom scratch, it would've 
taken a couple of days. At least." For a moment she 
thou^t he had been talking about the contents of his 
head, the brain tissue encased in bone, and all its 
memories and hard, unfeeling personality The true Boba 
Fett, thought Neelah Back from the dead. Then she 
realized he was talking about the elaborate circuits inside 
the helmet itsellj the comUnk between him and his ship 
orbiting above the planet's atmosphere. What was it 
called? He'd told her; somethine sinister and cold. 



stripped of even the minimal aflection that could exist 
between a sentient creature and his tools. Slave, Neelah 
remembered. Slave I; that was it. Something to be used 
and discarded, when its pure fimctionality was at an end. 
She supposed that human bein^ and all other sentient 
creatures were that way for him as welL That was how 
things had been in the palace of Jabba the Hutt as well; 
when there had been more amusement to be gained from 
tossing poor Oola into the rancor pit, nothing else 
mattered to the master holding the other end of the chaia 

She had been there, and she had been lucky to escape. 
Not just luck; she had fou^ and schemed her way out 
of the palace and the inevitable death it had held. Better 
to die out in the wastes of the Dune Sea, bones cracked 
by the desert's scaven^rs, than be the victim of a lat 
slu^s idle boredom But where did I wind up instead? 
That was the question that circled in Neelah's mind as 
she watched the two bounty hunters. It had been one 
thing to ^t hooked up with a mercenary creature like 
Boba Fett when he had represented nothing more than a 
n^tery to her, the black hole of her own hidden past. It 
was another thing entirely now that he had recovered 



from his wounds and was pursuing his own agenda a^in 
Revenge and credits, supposed Neelah, in varying 
proportions; that was all that any bounty hunter was 
concerned with. Even this Den^, thou^ he had given 
some indication of a human nature developed beyond 
those two iiindamental desires. She knew that she could 
trust either one of them just about as tar as she pitch 
them both across the dunes with one hand. Creatures 
who trusted any bounty hunter usualfy wound up as 
merchandise or corpses, depending upon what was best 
for business. 

The questions inside her head were going to be answered 
soon Neelah didn't know yet what those answers were 
going to be, but she had already started preparing herself 
for them Whatever happens, she told herself agpin. I'm 
not going to be left behind. The bi^r questions were all 
tied up with Boba Fett; if she was going to uncover both 
her past and her late, she couldn't let the bounty hunter 
slip away from her. Even if it meant risking her life to 
Ibllow after him Or losing her life, to find out those 
tiling. 
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toward the desert's surrounding darkness. The answers 
mi^t not be anywhere on this planet, but the night 
provided enough emptiness to hold her thoughts. 

"Stay ri^ there." A man's voice. "Don't move." 

She found herself gpzing into a scrufl-bearded lace, 
pockmarks and scars underneath the grime of hard, 
exposed traveling One comer of his mouth lifted in a 
smile, exposing yellow teeth Before she could react, the 
man had raised the mizzle of a blaster rifle, slung by a 
leather strap Irom his shoulder. At waist hei^ the 
weapon pointed strai^t at her. 

"Nothing to wony about," said the maa 'This is just to 
show you that I'm serious. You be serious, too-no 
messing around-and nothing bad is goima happen." 

"What do you want?" Neelah kept her voice low. She 
wasn't sure which would be worse, alarming this person 
or the two bounty hunters somewhere behind her. Any 
one of them might start flring, just to qukkfy settle 
matters. If she was standing between the blasters and 



their tarots, that would be just too bad. h or her. 

"Not you At least, not ri^ now." The other comer of 
the man's mouth lifted, slowly, as though dragged upward 
by an invisible hook. "Later maybe we can discuss some 
oll-time interests. But right now 1 gotta go talk to your 
Ihends." 

Both Boba Fett and Den^ glanced over as Neelah 
walked back into the workli^'s circle. When they saw 
the man close behind her, Fett stood up, leaving the 
comm unit's last bolt untightened. Den-ghr reached for 
the blaster pistol in his holster, then stayed his hand 
without drawing the weapon 

'Well, here's a happy little ^thering" The man lowered 
the barrel of his blaster rifle from where it had been 
pressing into the small of Neelah's back. "Old liiends like 
us really ou^ila try to get together more often" 

"Vol Flamame," said Dengar with a sour grimace and a 
nod. "1 thought 1 spotted you back there in Mos Eisley." 

'You should've said hello. Then 1 wouldn't have had to 



come all the way out to this place. Not that it doesn't 
have its charms." The man looked around at the sloping 
hillsides, barely visible at the ed^ of the workli^'s 
glow. Then he turned back to the two bounty hunters. 
"But I'm more of a cily kind of guy, if you know what I 
mean" 

'Then thafs where you should stay." Boba Fett spoke 
up, his voice level and emotionless. "So you can mind 
your own business, instead of interfering with anyone 
else's." 

Looking over her shoulder, Neelah saw the man called 
Hamame shake his head, feigning regret. 

"Actually, this is rry business." Hamame used his free 
hand to point toward the bounty hunters. 'That's why I 
followed Dengpr out here. Pretty easy, actually, what 
with that frapped-out swoop bike he was on Just about 
fell asleep, it went so slow. But it was worth it, just to ^t 
here and find out that you realty are alive, after all" 

Boba Fett looked over at Dengar. "Seems as thou^ you 
didn't do a very good job of keeping things secret." 



"Don't blame him," said Hamame. "Let's just say I've got 
mf contacts pretty well lined up in Mos Eisley. There 
isn't rruch that I don't hear about. I ^t the news on all 
the little stufij so it wouldn't have been very Mkefy that I'd 
miss out on something big like this. There's a whole 
galaxy out there that's heard you're dead; most creatures 
would figure you'd be just about digested inside the 
Sarlacc by now. Some creatures-I don't know who- 
ni^t be happy to hear you made it out. There's a whole 
bunch of others who would probabfy be a lot less than 
happy when they find that you're walking around a^in" 

'That's their problem" Fett ^ve a sli^t shrug. 

"And it ni^ be a while before they find out, anyway. 
Especially since you won't be telling them" 

"Hold it right there." With one quick motion, Hamame 
pushed Neelah aside as his other hand swung the blaster 
rifle up into firing position The shove was hard enou^ to 
send her sprawling onto her knees, the sand and gravel 
scraping her palms raw. "Get your hands up." He 
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box" 

'This?" Boba Fett's gloved hands were already level with 
his helmet With the toe of his boot, he gave the eomm 
unit a kiek. "It's not even operational" 

'T don't care if it's as dead as you're supposed to be." A 
few li^ts had blinked on the control panel of the comm 
unit. Hamame raised the nuzde of the blaster rifle higher, 
aiming from his hip strai^ toward Boba Fett's helmet 
"Just ^t away from it. You know what kind of reputation 
you've got, being a tricky barve and all I don't want any 
surprises." 

Fett moved toward where Den^ was standing with his 
hands raised. "Carefiil" said Fett. 'Trust me-you won't 
get nearty as rmch ibr a corpse as you will Ibr living 
merchandise." 

'Til take what I can get," said Hamame. "Especially since 
you don't have any choice about talking ri^ now." He 
smiled as he kept the blaster rifle trained toward Dengar 
and Boba Fett. "Amazing how persuasive something as 
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smpie as trns can oe wnen youre loOKing aown ns 
barrel There's a bunch of questions I'd like some 
answers to. Profitable answers." 

"Don't be an idiot." Dengar spoke up. 'Tf you want 
credits, there are easier ways of ^tting them than this. 
And less dangerous. Just let us go, and we'll make it 
worth your while." 

"Oh, sure; I'll trust you to send the credits. You can send 
it care of the Mos Eisley cantina." Hamame shook his 
head with a grimace of disgust. "Get real Whatever you 
two could pay for your hides isn't anything compared to 
what some others would be willing to." He looked 
strai^ toward the other bounty hunter. 'There are some 
big players interested in Boba Fett's wellare, and 1 mean 
to make sure that they're gonna have to make me happy 
before they get to do whatever it is they want with you" 
Neelah lay on the ground where she had landed, keeping 
still as she listened to the exchange going on above. The 
man's choice of words tipped her off Whatever you two 
could pay for your hides. He was exac% the sort who'd 
forget all about a female's presence, whenever he didn't 
have anv snecilic use for her. Just as if she didn't exist... 



or couldn't do something about the situation 
'You ibrgot something." 

Her voice actually surprised him, as thou^ it had 
suddenly eome from nowhere. The man's startled gaze 
swung around and then down to her; that 1 sli^ 
movement was echoed in his torso, turning it f toward 
her. That opened up just enou^ of an angle Ibr Neelah 
to dig the points of her elbows into the ground, plant one 
boot sole flat with her leg bent, and straiten the other 
leg into a kick straight to the man's crotch. The look in 
his eyes showed that he was fulfy aware of her now. 

The man went down, felling heavify on his side, but 
managing to keep some serrblanee of control He 
jammed the butt of the blaster rifle hard against his ribs as 
his knees drew up in an instinctive fetal position His fist 
squeezed ti^ on the tii^er, getting off a line of fire that 
eoursed within inches of Neelah's head as she scrambled 
to her feet and ran toward the others. She had to take 
another dive to ^t out of the way as Boba Fett snatehed 
up his own blaster from the pile of equipment he had 



siacKea up wme woriong on me comm uni. wnnout 
taking time to aim, Fett kid down a quick series of shots 
that stitched the ground close to the other figure, now 
rolling shoulder-first into a sandy hollow. His return fire, 
desperate and inaccurate, was still enou^ to drive Fett 
back toward the rocky hillside. 

"In here!" Den^ grabbed Neelah's forearm and pulled 
her into the safety of the shallow cave. He pushed her 
behind himsefo then grabbed the bkster rifle that had 
been propped agqinst the side of the opening. He braced 
the weapon a^inst himself and started flring. The 
covering barrage lit up the ni^ sending hard-edged 
shadows jittering across the rocks and sand dunes. The 
shots forced the other man's head below the lip of his 
shelter, giving Boba Fett enou^ time to break olf his 
own fire and sprint, back hunched low, to his 
conpanions. From inside the cave, Neekh and the two 
bounty hunters heard the raised voice of the man outside. 

'Phedroi!" He wasn't shouting to them, but to some other 
figure, unseen in the surrounding darkness. "Get in on 
this! Now!" 



The command was hardly necessary, his partner, who 
mist have been watching everything all along, now 
directed a hot fusillade their way from an angle that ^ve 
him a clear shot into the cave's mouth. Boba Fett fired 
back as all three of them retreated farther inside. 

"Now what?" Neelah looked around the rough-hewn 
rock as the barrage of blaster fire lit up the space. All the 
other weapons in Boba Fett's careful^ hidden stash had 
already been draped outside with the other gear. Both 
Fett and Den^ had their spines planted against opposite 
walls of the cave, leaning forward just enou^ to ^t off a 
few quick shots before snapping their heads back from 
the bolts that sizzled past them "We're stuck here-this 
hole doesn't go anywhere!" 

"It wasn't meant to." Boba Fett didn't look back around 
at her. 'You don't ^t anywhere by running away from 
creatures like these." 

"Good theory." Across the cave, Dengpr held his blaster 
rifle close against his chest, watching the shifting shadows 
in the darkness outside, waiting for another chance at a 
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into practice." 

Boba Fett gave a small shrug, his shoulders seraping 
a^inst the rock behind him "Don't worry about it." His 
voice remained as calm and drained of apparent emotion 
as before. 'Everythin^s under control" 

"What are you talking about?" From the baek of the 
cave, Neelah stared at the bounty hunter in dismay. She 
had already come to the limit of the space, no more than 
a few meters from the opening in the hillside's roeky 
slope. "There's no way out of here! They've got us 
pinned down-they can either wait us out, till your blasters 
are exhausted, or they ean eall in more of their friends." 
A couple more shots blazed throng the middle of the 
cave, striking the roof above her and showering down a 
rain of scorched rock shards. "Either way, they've got 
us!" 

"As I said, don't worry." 

The bounty hunter's eafrn response infimated Neelah. 
The thought of dying in this hole-or worse, being dra^d 



out ot It alter ttie pair outside had Imished olt Boba hett 
and Den^-infuriated her. I didn't escape from Jabba's 
palace to wind up like this. There were still too many 
thin^ she didn't know, too many questions without 
answers-her real name, where she had come from, how 
she had gotten here-to let bleed away into the sand. If 
there had been any chance of pulling it ofij she would 
have grabbed one of the blasters out of the others' hands 
and made a break, firing and charging headlong at the 
two-man sie^ force outside. Anything would be better 
than waiting here for the inevitable. 

Den^ turned his lace away from the cave opening. 

"If you've got some kind of plan-" The blaster rifle's 
nuzzle touched his chin as he held the weapon in a 
diagonal line across his chest. 'Td appreciate being let in 
on it, too." 

"If there was anything you could do about it, one way or 
the other, I rni^ tell you." Boba Fett fired a quick 
couple of bursts outside, before glancing over at Dengar. 


'But there isn't. All you have to do is wait. And you'll 



see. 


'That's great," said Neekh sourly. She had to raise her 
voice over the noise of another fusilkde streaking through 
the dark and carving the back of the cave out in sparks. 
Her disgust had reached the point where nothing, not 
even kser bolts, could make her flinch "All this time I 
thou^t you were recovering from what happened to 
you-only it turns out that your brains are still fiied." Boba 
Fett made no reply. "Hold your lire," he instructed 
Den^. 

"But they've come in closer." Dengpr used the rifle rruzzle 
to point outside. 'The one that was out in the dunes-he's 
moved up. He's got an even better angle now." 

'Thafs all ri^. 1 want the two of them together. Or 
close enou^" 

"Why?" Dengar looked puzzled. 'You think you can take 
both of them out? 1 can cover you if you want to take a 
shot at it." 


'That won't be necessary. 



The flashes from the weapons outside were enou^ for 
Neelah to tell that Dengpr was correct; the two besie^rs 
were now within a couple of meters of each other, 
crouching down behind a shallow lip of rock. From 
there, they would be able to lire strai^ into the cave. 

"Don't bother trying to talk to him" Neelah nodded 
toward Boba Fett. "He's so for gone he can't tell when 
there's no way-" 

A sudden noise interrupted her. From above, as though 
the ni^t itself had split open; the sound grew from a 
distant shriek to a roar that spanned the audible 
frequencies. The cave itselfvibrated, as had the one 
containing the Sarhcc's still-living segpient; dust sifted 
from cracks spidering overhead, then pebbles and finally 
broken rocks lar^ enou^ to cut Nee-lah's arm as she 
shielded her brow. From underneath her forearm, she 
could see Dengpr leaning forward, blaster rifle lowered, 
gazing outside in wonderment. 

His shadow leaped toward her, as did that of Boba Fett; 
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that had banished what was left of the ni^. The 
encireled sand dunes were lit up as thou^ by the M of 
Tatooine's twin suns. Beyond the cave's mouth, the two 
other figures were visible, turning onto their sides and 
raising their outspread hands, trying to ward olf the 
wei^ rushing down toward them 

All that happened in a few seconds, from the first 
whisper and bare glow, to the hafi-rounded shape that 
appeared just above the desert floor, balanced on the 
flery column of its landing engines. One of the two men 
was able to scrantile to his feet and run, making a final 
dive headlong that took him beyond the quickfy braked 
impact of the ship. The other mana^d only to get to his 
knees, blaster rifle pressed into the sand beneath his 
palm; then the tail of the craft, nozzles blackened and still 
hot, crushed him flat. 

"Oh." Dengpr's voice broke the sil ence, the thrusting 
roar replaced by the glassy crackle of the molten sand 
cooling. 'It's your ship. It's the Slave I." Neelah realized 
what had happened. He got throu^ she thou^. On the 
comm unit. The link between the ^ar inside his helmet. 



the small transceiver antenna mounted at the side, and the 
equipment that Dengar had fetched back from the Mos 
Eisley spaceport-Boba Fett rmst have gotten that up and 
running just belbre the other two men had shown up. 
And all the time that the one named Hamame had been 
talking, and then when he had swung the blaster rifle up 
onto his hip, Fett had been sending a signal straight to his 
ship, outside Tatooine's atmosphere. Giving Slave I, as 
Den^ had called the crafl, the exact coordinates of this 
location-exact enou^ to bring it r^it down on the heads 
of the two men One of them was still partly visible 
underneath the ship, a leg and an arm showing, his 
weapon lying on the sand just a few inches away from his 
fingers. He wouldn't be making any deals anytime soon 

"Come on" Boba Fett moved toward the cave's 
opening. 

"Fet's ^t going. There's no reason to hang around here." 
She didn't know whether he had been speaking to both 
of them or just to Dengar. But she wasn't taking any 
chances. Neelah let the two men go belbre, at a quick 
sprint toward the Slave I ship. From the darkness of the 
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sand at their feet; the other besieger hadn't given up yet. 
Neeiah didn't let that stop her feom Iblbwing after Boba 
Fett and Dengar, and quickly scooping up the dead 
man's blaster rifle as she ran 

"Hold it." At the hatchway of the ship, Neeiah raised the 
weapon, her thurrb at its firing stud. "Stop li^ there." 

Den^ was already inside; with one gloved hand 
grasping the side of the hatch, Boba Fett turned and 
looked over his shoulder, his visored ^ze meeting that of 
the blaster rifle's rruzzle. 

'You're not going anywhere wtthout me," said Neeiah 
coldly. 

Boba Fett's hand shot out before she could react, the 
motion fester than her eye could perceive. His fist locked 
onto the rifle barrel; with a quick twist of his arm,, he had 
wrenched it out of her gtasp. The weapon went spinning 
throir^ the air as he flung it away, landing within inches 
of the corpse's unmov-ing arm They stood boking at 
each other for a moment. Then Boba Fett reached down 




and grabbed Neelah's wrist, and pulled her up toward 
the hatchway. 

"Don't be stupid." Fett's grasp likened, squeezing the 
bones together. 'Tmthe one who decides who goes and 
who stays. And li^t now you're too valuable a piece of 
merchandise to leave behind." 

A second later she was inside the ship, with the hatchway 
door sliding shut behind herself "Brace yourseU^" said 
Fett as he headed for a metal ladder at the side of the 
space. "We're leaving now." Neelah rubbed her aching 
wrist. As she looked about herseU^ at the bleak metal 
bars of the cages, she realized-thou^ she didn't know 
when, in what part of her shrouded past-that she had 
been here before. 

'That is just so entirely typical" SHSl-B tilted his head 
unit back, watching the ship ascend swiftly into the night 
sky. 'You go to all that trouble fixing them up, putting 
them back toother, and they don't even bother to thank 
you" 


"Ingratitude." le-XE stood next to the taller medical 



droid. They had both come creeping out of their hiding 
places when the shooting had finally stopped. By now, 
even the human out in the dunes had presumably left, 
heading back to whatever den of iniquity he had come 
Irorr^ at least, there was no bnger any indication of his 
presence. That was a fiather disappointment to both 
droids; alter an encounter with Boba Fett, the man might 
have had some interesting wounds to take care of 


'Thou^lessness." 

'But of course, what else can you expect?" The ship's 
glowing trail had already dwindled to a speck of light 
among the stars. The hope had formed inside SHSl-B's 
circuits-to the degree that a droid could hope-that it and 
le-XE would have been taken along with the humans, 
particularly the one they had nursed back to health, the 
one named Boba Fett. They would have certainly been 
able to earn their energy sources, what with the 
considerable amount of tissue damage he had the knack 
for creating 


"It's their nature, I suppose. 

QT-JQ1 n it-o rrr»'-7C» 


All flesh thinks it's immortal" 
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surrounding empty desert. 'TSIowwhat?" 
"Unemployment," squeaked le-XE's voice. 
"Needlessness." 

SHSl-B looked at its conparrion for a moment. Then it 
extruded one of its scalpel-tipped arms and scraped a 
spot of rust Ifom le-XE's dented carapace. ’Youknow"- 
SHSl-B's voice spoke with measured consideration-"you 
could use a little maintenance...." 21 

He hated to do it. But Bossk knew he had to. 

The greed impulses in his Trandoshan brain, as 
hardwired as any droid's circuits, almost overruled all the 
others. He could hear the words inside his head, ancient 
bounty-hunter wisdom, told to him by his own lather The 
live ones are worth more than the dead ones. Old 
Cradossk had known what he was talking about, at least 
about that; whenever Bossk ran his clawed hands along 
the picked-clean bones he'd kept as mementos, he had a 
renewed sense of le^cy and tradition But even so, 



anoiner main rermmeu, equauy naru anu ODUuraie. 
Thin^ were diSerent when you were dealing with a 
creature like Boba Fett. 

On the screen of the Hound's Tooth's bngdistance 
scanner, in the cramped cockpit, Bossk could see the 
tiny speck of li^t that represented Fett's ship. The Slave 
I had already lefi the surface of Tatooine, as Bossk had 
known it would. Soon-within seconds-it would be 
beyond the planet's atmosphere, and then it would be 
within his own si^iting and tracking ran^. That was how 
little time Bossk had remaining to him to press the button 
beneath his clawed thumb and acconplish all that was 

necessary. No time for rethinking his decisions or 
regretting lost profits. 

He had been back aboard Slave I, extracting a few more 
interesting files Ifom its data bank, when the comm 
controls had lit up like the bri^ sparks of a 
disintegrating asteroid. That could mean onfy one thing 
that the message about Boba Fett being alive was true, 
and that he had just reinitiated contact with the ship that 
he had lefi in orbit above Tatooine. Bossk had also 



known what was to iblbw. Slave I would obediently 
follow Boba Fett's remote-transmitted commands, switch 
on and prime its engines, and head down to Tatooine to 
rendezvous with its master. And then Boba Fett would 
not only be alive, but free and active in the ^kxy once 
a^ia Free and active-and the top, nunioer-one bounty 
hunter on all the flaxy's scattered worlds. 

Bossk could still feel the rage and fear that had come 
boiling up inside him Ra^ was a lamiliar emotion- 
Trandoshans woke up angry-but fear was something 
new. And powerful it had pushed him into action, quick 
and efficient. 

He hadn't wasted any thought on the n^teries that had 
been so tanlalizingly uncovered to him If the rich and 
powerful Kuat of Kuat was interested in Boba Fett being 
alive or dead, so be it; Bossk mi^ still be able to cash in 
by confirming it to the owner of Kuat Drive Yards. And 
if there was some connection between Prince Xizor, the 
Black Sun's hidden ruler, and the raid on the moisture 
larm at the Dune Sea's ed^ ... the answers about that 

weren't going to come from Boba Fett. Bossk would 
_1,^ _+ 



iiHKe sure or mar. 


There had been just enough time to haul a sufficient 
quaittity of hi^-thermal expbsives over from the 
Hound's Tooth, conceal them in the holding cages of 
Fetfs ship, and rig the remote tri^ring device. Then 
Bossk had sealed the entrance hatchway of Slave 1, 
disconnected his own ship, and watched from his cockpit 
viewport as the other craft had sped planet-ward. 

Now that ship was heading back into space, bearing its 
hekneted master. The speck of li^ had grown larger; 
another second, and Bossk would have waited too long. 
All regret was expun^d from his heart. He pressed the 
button on the cockpit's control panel Instantaneously 
the ominous li^ was transibrmed into a ball of churning 
flame, surrounded by extinguishing vacuum Radiaitt 
sparks, bits of heated metal no big^r than a human's 
hand, drifted away from the core of the expbsion, the 
dust and atoms of the other strip. 

Bossk leaned back m the pilot's chair, feeling ex hausted 
as the tension begqn to dram from his coiled miscles. 
That does it, he thou^t with relief Boba Fett's dead 



now. For good... 

No regrets; he knew it had to be done. 

But one thing still puzded Bossk as he gazed out at the 
enptiness between the stars. 

Why did he still feel afraid? 



